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P R E F A C E
The s p e l l i n g  A b o r igines has been adopted in this 
thesis in acco r d a n c e  w i t h  the usage prescribed by the 
C o m m o n w e a l t h  Style Manual and that a d o pted by the 
Abor i g i n e s  Welfare Depa r t m e n t s  of the various States» The 
word applies to the Aboriginal inhabitants of Australia,
The tribal spellings ad o p t e d  in the text are not 
n e c e s s a r i l y  those used by the authors cited. T h e y  have 
bee n  s t a n d a r d i s e d  in a c c o rdance wit h  the spellings used in 
the P r e l i m i n a r y  Tribal Index of the A u s t ralian Institute 
of Abo r i g i n a l  Studies. Variant spellings e n c o u n t e r e d  in 
the literature are given in the lists c o m p r i s i n g  
A p p e n d i x  2.
The plant names used in the tables are those used by 
the author cited. The d i f f i c u l t y  of e s t a b l i s h i n g  the 
species referred to makes it impossible to a c c u r a t e l y  
standardise the nomenclature. It should be r e a l i s e d  that 
this could lead to the one species being recorded u n d e r  
more than one specific, or even generic name. Some plant 
names quoted have been e r r o n e o u s l y  a p plied to A u s t r a l i a n  
flora, or have been mis-spelled. These have been 
r e t ained on the grounds that they give future r e s e a r c h  
workers an i n d i cation of the bot a n i c a l  kno w l e d g e  and 
s c i e ntific ab i l i t y  of the a u thor quoted.
CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Wee may first deduce Varietie of 
fashions and customes. But secondly, 
differences of places and times cause 
differences of fashions and customes, 
and this of necessitie. For it is not 
possible...that men that live under 
different clymates should all live after 
one fashion.
[(Meric) Casaubon], A Treatise of 
Vse and Cvstome, London 1638.
The aim of this thesis is to explore the theme of 
man-environment relationships in a continent which was 
populated by people who appear to have possessed a common 
cultural background. The conceptual framework of the 
problem is bound up with the settling of the Australian 
continent by the Aborigines, and more particularly, how 
the descendants of these migrants adapted their way of 
life to the wide range of habitats they encountered in 
spreading through Australia, and whether such adaptations 
are visible in the landuse patterns and economic life of 
the Aborigines.
The question of the relationship between man and his 
environment has been an enduring one in the history of 
geographical literature. Writers from Hippocrates and 
Strabo to Semple and Huntington have all sought to explain 
the observable variations in the physical, mental and
1
2social characteristics of mankind by references to the 
differences in the geographic environment. Many of the 
earlier writings consist of broad generalisations about 
the unpleasant characteristics of people living in certain 
latitudes, in comparison with the favourable 
characteristics of the people living in the writer's own 
latitude.
Just as many early environmentalists were satisfied 
to make such generalisations, so too were many writers 
content to speak of the Aborigines throughout Australia as 
if they were a completely uniform people. This view is 
most clearly illustrated in the following quotation from
East (l889, p.l):
They are the same colour, have no defined 
religious belief, disregard wearing apparel, 
have no permanent dwellings nor real property, 
live entirely by the chase or the uncultivated 
productions of the soil, and have so many 
savage customs in common that the impression 
has naturally been received that a description 
of the natives in any one locality, with very 
little modification, is applicable to the 
whole of the race throughout the island.
While it would be unfair to level this criticism at 
many of the more modern writings, recent anthropologists 
have done little to challenge this view. Current work is 
characterised by specialised and detailed studies of 
social organisation and similar aspects of culture. So 
far little synthesis of this material or comparative work 
has been carried out, particularly in the field of the 
economic life of the Aborigines. Meggitt is one of the 
few anthropologists to touch on this topic and, after what 
is probably a very superficial consideration of the 
technologies and economies of groups in several
3ecologically differentiated regions, comes to the 
conclusion that there was a 'basic way of life which we 
can refer to simply as Australian Aboriginal culture’ 
(Meggitt 1964, p.6). The intention of this study is to
question this conclusion by studying the differences in 
the Aboriginal economies of several areas and to attempt 
to assess the role played by the environment in promoting 
them.
Opinion is divided over the relationship between the 
Australian Aborigine and his environment. Some writings 
show the influence of determinist thought and portray the 
environment as a causative factor in culture, while others 
claim that diffusion of culture from outside areas was a 
far more important factor in Australian culture than 
invention or adaptation. Favenc, an early example of the 
former, considered that since the coastal natives occupied 
a more favourable environment than the inland tribes, 
given sufficient time they would have advanced to a rude 
form of civilisation (Favenc 1893? p.320). Strehlow (I965s 
p,12l) makes a far more moderate appeal to environmental 
influence when he says that the institutions of 
communities which have not learnt how to effect deliberate 
changes in their environment will be influenced at many 
points by adaptations made to what is to them an 
unchangeable environment. He qualifies this by pointing 
out that although the geographical environment in two 
areas may be similar, the cultures present may show 
considerable variation.
The second school of thought has its most precise 
statement in the following quotation from McCarthy (1957? 
P.95):
k...it is apparent that the Aborigines have 
imposed their way of life on the Australian 
habitat, varying widely as it does, and no 
single force or group of pressures, either 
biological geographical, historical or 
psychological in nature has succeeded in 
changing their food-gathering economy.
One feels that McCarthy might be placing too much
emphasis on the assumed lack of invention in Australian
culture to the exclusion of other aspects of culture in
which adaptation may take place. This is particularly
evident in the light of other statements made in the
discussion of local variation in the same article.
McCarthy (1957? p»90) sayss
Local variation is an important principle in 
Aboriginal culture. This claim is borne out 
by a study of the economic life, which, 
although conforming to a common pattern, is 
nevertheless not a uniform one followed 
throughout the continent, nor is the equipment 
used in all areas dictated solely by the 
varying habitats.
The apparent contradiction in McCarthy's statements 
stems from his somewhat unrealistic distinction between 
economic life and material culture. This reflects his 
interest in the 'interrelated problems of environment, 
invention and diffusion.,.' (McCarthy 1957? p.92).
However, the present study is not concerned only with the 
relationship between habitat and technology, but rather 
with questions of the relationship between economic life, 
including material culture and landuse patterns, and the 
different environments in which the Aborigines lived. The 
present state of knowledge does not permit the study of 
the adaptations made to changing environmental conditions 
in the one area through time.
5This approach brings the study very close to that 
rather nebulous field of human or social ecology, the 
concepts of which are borrowed from biology. In its 
modified form human ecology is concerned with 'the 
interaction of physical., biological and cultural features 
within a locale or unit of territory' (Steward 1955» p.13) 
When stated in this way the principal meaning of human 
ecology is 'adaptation to environment', but there is 
little agreement or precision as to the use of the concept 
Bews (l935j p.13) considers its value to lie in its 
synthesising effect, and that it provides a means of 
answering the 'question of how and why man is as he is and 
behaves as he does' (Bews 1935 9 p.l4). This type of 
approach has led to the production of much essentially 
descriptive work with the sole aim of portraying the local 
web of life, Steward (1955 9 p.3l) criticises this limited 
descriptive approach and claims that the concept should be 
used as an operational tool rather than an end in itself. 
To this end he develops the concept of cultural ecology 
which
differs from human and social ecology in seeking 
to explain the origin of particular cultural, 
features and patterns which characterise 
different areas,,.»The problem is to ascertain 
whether the adjustments of human societies to 
their environment require particular modes of 
behaviour or whether they permit latitude for a 
range of possible behaviour patterns (Steward
1955, p.3 6 ).
While the aim of this study is to go further than the 
description of the web of life in several areas of 
Aboriginal Australia, it is not possible to pursue the 
problem to its origins as prescribed by Steward. The 
nature of the material available and the impossibility of
6intensive empirical study will not permit this. However, 
the methodological procedures proposed by Steward still 
have considerable relevance to this study. The three 
fundamental procedures outlined by Steward (l9559 p.4o) 
involve the analysis of the followings
( 1) The interrelationships of the exploitative or 
productive technology and environment,
(2) The behaviour patterns involved in the 
exploitation of a particular area by means of a 
particular technology,
(3 ) The extent to which the behaviour patterns 
entailed in exploiting the environment affect 
other aspects of culture.
The first category requires consideration of the food and 
water supply present in any one area and the ability of 
the people to exploit this through the application of 
their technology and hunting and gathering techniques.
The second category is to some degree an extension of the 
first and relates to the choice of the actual methods and 
equipment employed in getting a livelihood and questions 
of seasonal variations in this. It also involves 
consideration of the size and mobility of hunting units, 
the changes in their composition through the year and the 
interaction between groups. The final category is the 
least tangible of the three and could include discussion 
of such factors as the relationship between social 
structure and economic activity. For the purpose of this 
study attention will be restricted mainly to questions of 
population size and density and how this reflects the 
habitat and the ability of the people to exploit it.
7Through the study of these aspects of Aboriginal life 
in various parts of Australia at a time as close as 
possible to that of first contact with the Europeans, the 
writer hopes to make some assessment of the variation in 
the economic life of the Aborigines, and from this to gain 
some insight into the role played by environmental 
adaptation in promoting these differences.
8CHAPTER 2
THE PROBLEMS AND SOURCES
As in most research projects the approach one adopts 
is a compromise between what is ideal and what is possible 
within the limits prescribed by the study itself.
Obviously a study of this nature would be most valuable if 
carried out in a thorough,, quantitativescientific manner 
based on fieldwork among functioning communities $ but the 
material itself is not amenable to this kind of treatment, 
even if time were available for such a study. The past 
tense must be used when referring to indigenous Aboriginal 
culture, for no tribes exist with a culture completely 
unaffected by European contact. Some have been radically 
changed, while others have become extinct.
McCarthy and McArthur's (i960) work remains the only 
attempt to apply such a scientific approach to the 
economic life of the Aborigines, and the difficulties they 
encountered underline the impossibility of applying these 
methods to the study of man-environment relationships in 
pre-European Australia. The authors recognise that the 
results gained do not necessarily apply to the pre-contact 
conditions and are valid only for 'the actual groups 
studied in their present environment' (McCarthy and
McArthur i960, p.l4 6 ). These people differed from their
forebears in that they had lived for part of their lives 
in mission or government settlements, and that the 
equipment they used may have been more efficient than 
those previously used. In addition to this the reduced
9population on the land may have increased the amount of 
food available in any one area»
The length of study of any one group varied from 14 
to 21 days and this is obviously insufficient time to gain 
any inkling into the seasonal patterns and variations in 
the economy. Thomson (1939) has shown how the emphasis of 
the Aboriginal economy can change from one food-source to 
another with the changing seasons, and how the effect of 
this can be traced in their movements, hunting methods and 
material culture used» This would necessitate lengthy 
periods of observation throughout the year, or ideally, 
the study of a group's activities over a whole year» The 
time necessary for this intensity of study would seriously 
limit the possibility of inter-area comparisons and defeat 
the purpose of this study.
Because of these limitations this study must be 
limited to a reconstruction of the activities of various 
Aboriginal groups from existing material. In this sense 
the present work is not original, but is concerned in 
marshalling the available literature on various aspects of 
the subject and arranging it in such a way as to bring 
diverse observations to focus on a newly conceived problem,
Just as it would not be possible in the time 
available to study more than one group’s activities at 
first hand, so too is it impossible to process all the 
literature relating to the 700-odd tribes which inhabited 
Australia. It is necessary to restrict the study to 
particular groups and areas. Two factors affect this 
choice; the amount of material, available and the need to 
encompass as wide a range of habitats as possible.
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The choice of the latter is hampered by a lack of 
detailed mapping of the natural history of most areas of 
Australia, and because of this, an inability to systematise 
or classify the many types of environment present. From 
an anthropological point of view Meggitt (1964, p.3) 
distinguishes five major environment-economy categories in 
Aboriginal Australia. They were? littoral, riverine, 
tropical forest, plains/savannah and desert, Stanner 
(1 9 6 5 , p.24) combines tribal distributions and vegetation 
divisions to distinguish the following tentative habitat 
categories; deserts, spinifex~steppes, grasslands, scrubs 
and heaths, savannah-woodlands and forest. To some extent 
the two authors' categories overlap, but since Stanner's 
takes no account of physiographic variations, Meggitt's 
classification provides the most useful framework for this 
study.
Because differences in social organisation might 
affect the economic activities of the groups, consideration 
was also given to the major divisions in social 
organisation among the Australian Aborigines. With this 
in mind, the division of tribes devised by Capell (see 
Map 1 )  and adopted by the Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies was used as a guide in choosing areas. 
The criterion of this classification is language groups, 
but Capell (unpub. MS) claims that these divisions also 
coincide with the major divisions in social organisation. 
Cultural influence from New Guinea and other areas to the 
north should also not be ignored.
The final factor influencing the choice of study 
areas is the material itself. Very few tribes or local 
groups are documented in sufficient detail to permit

11
intensive study of a particular community. Sufficiently 
large areas must be chosen to ensure a reasonable amount 
of material, but only a generalised picture of the range 
and variation of activities in the area can be gained from 
this information. Very little information is available on 
the Aborigines in the plains/savannah regions and also on 
those living in the tropical forests, The choice of 
groups must thus be restricted to tribes living in the 
desert, riverine and littoral environments of Australia, 
and within these habitats the tribes studied should come 
wholely from any one of the tribal divisions of Map One, 
With this as a guiding principle Areas C, D, S and Y were 
chosen for study. Maps 2 , 3 S 4 and 3 show the distribution 
of material dealing with the Aborigines in each area.
A large part of Area C is classified as arid to semi- 
arid and provides an area in which the adaptations of the 
Aborigines to an arid environment can be studied. Map 3 
shows that a large part of the information on the 
Aborigines in Area D is concentrated in the western and 
more arid parts of the region, but the prime interest here 
is the riverine environment along the courses of the 
Murray, Darling and Murrumbidgee Rivers which provide a 
wealth of aquatic food not available to the natives in 
adjacent areas. The coastal people in areas S and Y had 
the choice of exploiting both the marine and terrestrial 
food sources of their habitat. The people in Area Y showed 
the influence of cultural infiltration from the north and 
a comparison of the economic life there with that in Area 
S might provide insights into the importance of cultural 
importation as apposed to local invention, and its 
importance in changing the economic of the Aborigines.
11a
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Within the two coastal areas some environmental 
differences are evident. The eastern coast of Cape York 
is fringed by a coral reef. This is absent from both the 
western coast of Cape York and from the coast of 
southeastern Australia.
Between them, these three areas contrast some of the 
broad environmental types which confronted the Aborigine 
in Australia. The study of their economic life and the 
adaptations they made to the differing habitats might 
reveal the importance of the environment in shaping their 
economic life and influencing their culture.
The Sources
Several possible avenues of source material are open 
to the research worker in this field. By far the richest 
source is the great quantity of literature making direct 
or indirect observations on the Aboriginal way of life. 
Another source is the information gathered at first hand 
from Aboriginal and European informants. Other possible 
but rather dubious sources include the use of Aboriginal 
place names and the interpretation of native myths.
While the study of place names might lead to an 
understanding of the character of an area and its 
importance to the Aborigines, their interpretation poses 
some problems, The Aboriginal names adopted by the 
Europeans were not necessarily those used by the 
Aborigines. In some examples they may represent what the 
Europeans thought the Aborigines called the area, or even 
the Aborigines' replies to questions they did not 
understand. European preference for euphonious words was
also a factor in the adoption of Aboriginal place names. 
Mitchell’s instructions to surveyors on the use of native 
names show that little thought was given to authenticity. 
He was concerned to establish a uniformity of spelling and 
pronunciation;, 'as well as to avoid the printing of long 
names5 which are by no means desirable on maps’ (Havard 
193^j p.12l)o Thus place names are at least once removed 
from Aboriginal usage, and even if it can be established 
that Wagga Wagga was the local natives' name for a ’place 
of many crows', this gives no indication of the economic 
importance of crows to the Aborigines.
The myths, legends and song cycles of the Aborigines
could provide a valuable source of information because
these are, according to McConnel. ( 1957 5 p.xxi)s
,.,intimate word-pictures of the way of life of 
these peoples their comings and goings, the 
daily walkabout, the camping, the hunting, the 
cooking, the arts of making, the skills and 
achievements, the intimacies of family life, 
its fears and conflicts, romances, quarrels, 
and fights, the punishments for disobedience to 
tribal law, the ritual behaviour, the intimate 
knowledge of nature’s ways, the humorous mimicry 
of human idiosyncrasies and the peculiar habits 
of the creature world are all deftly interwoven.
However, extreme caution must be used in interpreting 
these myths, for without independent supporting evidence 
they can be more misleading than useful. The Berndts 
(1 9 ^ 7  j p .I 3 3 ) found evidence in a song cycle from north­
eastern Arnhem Land to suggest that the ancestors of these 
people had seen, used, and even helped the visiting 
Macassans make pottery from the clay of termite mounds.
To use this alone as decisive evidence would be highly 
questionable, and until analyses of the technological
1.4
as p e c t s  and the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the clays from Arnhem
Land and I n d o nesia are carried out (the Berndts suggest
this should be done on p,134) it w o u l d  be p r e c i p i t a t e  to
say that the pottery was made in A r n h e m  Land, On this
q u e s t i o n  M c C a r t h y  and Setzler (i960, p.294) say that
. . .since no structures were found by us w h i c h  
could be identified as p o ttery k i l n s , such as 
those reported from China or southeast A s i a 3 we 
must conclude that p o t t e r y  fragments collected 
on the various tr e p a n g  sites were not made in 
A u s t r a l i a  but were brought by the Macassans to 
these n o r t h e r n  shores of A r n h e m  L a n d 0
In a s i m i l a r  s i t u a t i o n  in Cape York where certain elements
in the culture were o b v i o u s l y  borrowed from the n o r t h , the
A b o r i g i n e s  met every q u e s t i o n  r e l a t i n g  to the orig i n  of
these traits wit h  the statement that their culture heroes
found them (Thomson 1933? p.468). One can feel no more
justified in r e c o n s t r u c t i n g  the eve r y d a y  life of the
A b o r i g i n e s  from these myths than one could feel so in
w r i t i n g  an early B r i t i s h  h i s tory from the legends of King
Arthur. The y  may provide insights, but never i n d i s putable
proof.
The use of i n f o r m a n t s ’ replies is also beset wit h 
difficulties. As well as the dangers inherent in the 
m e thod itself, the n u mber of informants in most areas is 
l i k e l y  to be so limited that there is little chance of 
e f f e c t i v e l y  c r o s s - c h e c k i n g  their responses, or p r o v i d i n g  
an adequate coverage of each of the areas chosen for study. 
The w r i t e r ’s e x p e rience in u s i n g  i n f o rmants has not b e e n  
h i g h l y  successful. Fe w  of them had k n o w l e d g e  of the 
A b o r i g i n e s  at an e a rly period of contact and so had little 
chance of o b s e r v i n g  their a ctivities in a little m o d i f i e d  
state. Where useful replies were received, these
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consisted of descriptions of the main foods eaten, with 
little reference to quantities eaten, seasonal variations 
and critical elements in the food supply, even though they 
were asked to discuss this if possible» The sections of 
their replies which were of most interest were the 
incidental observations on the Aborigines’ attitude to a 
particular source of food, and other less tangible things 
which often escape the attention of many fieldworkers,
The informants contacted by the writer in Northern 
Queensland had little or no direct contact with the 
Aborigines, but quoted freely from various books on the 
Aborigines in the area, Aboriginal informants might be 
able to give more complete descriptions of Aboriginal life, 
but since many members of the present generation have had 
continued contact with mission life, it is questionable 
how accurate a picture they can give of traditional life. 
Where contact with informants must be made through 
interpreters, the possibility of misinterpretation is 
always present.
The Literature
The literature of relevance to this study falls into 
four broad groups. The first of these entails the more or 
less incidental observations on the Aborigines contained 
in the journals of the explorers and in the reminiscences 
of travellers. The contact these writers had with the 
Aborigines was rather fleeting. The second group includes 
the memoirs, reports and reminiscences of settlers, 
squatters, missionaries, government officials and the 
occasional escaped convict or shipwrecked sailor who had 
contact with the Aborigines over a longer period of time.
1.6
The collations which comprise the third group draw upon 
the observations of the writers in the first two groups in 
an attempt to synthesise the material and construct more 
generalised pictures of the life of the Aborigines over 
large areas, The best examples of this type of work are 
Curr's The Australian Race and R, Brough Smyth's The 
Aborigines of Victoria, In both these works the authors 
drew upon published accounts, their own experiences and 
the answers to questionnaires sent to settlers and public 
officials 5 notably policemen and magistrates. This latter 
method was also used extensively by earlier workers whose 
works comprise part of the final group, This group is 
mainly distinguished in that it publishes the results of 
organised research into the life of the Aborigines, The 
authors were no longer concerned with giving anecdotal or 
general accounts of the Aborigines they observed; their 
attention became focussed on particular problems, the 
origin of which can often be traced to the theoretical 
problems confronting the anthropological thought of the 
day. Many of the works in this later group were carried 
out by people with training in the fields of anthropology 
or ethnology.
Each of the groups poses its own problems in regard 
to the capabilities and interests of the writers, the 
contacts they had with the Aborigines and the aims with 
which their works were written, as well as the tempering 
effect of current social attitudes towards the Aborigines, 
All these factors affect the value of such works to this 
study and these problems will be discussed at greater 
length in the following. However, it would be fair to say 
that, with the possible exception of several papers by
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Thomson, none of the writers was concerned with the 
problem now being- studied ,
Explorers * and Travell ers ’ Journals
These journals were the product of many different 
expeditions with similarly differing purposes. The 
earliest include the journals of the maritime explorations 
of discovery along the Australian coast, and the follow-up 
survey expeditions of Flinders, King, Blackwood and others 
The expeditions of the ’Beagle* and the ’Challenger’ were 
primarily research and collecting expeditions.
Practically all of these voyages were accompanied by 
personnel with some scientific training, particularly in 
the field of the Natural Sciences, The list would include 
such names as Banks, Solander, MacGillivray, Wilcox, Jukes 
Huxley, Darwin, Mosely and others. On land these works 
have their counterparts in the journals of such explorers 
as Oxley, Sturt, Mitchell, Eyre, Grey and so on, as well 
as in the writings of such travellers as Bennett, 
Strzelecki, Lumholtz and Henderson, Even though these 
works may be spread over a considerable time span, the 
methods of observation and the details recorded are 
remarkably uniform, The passages relating to the 
Aborigines consist mainly of descriptions, often 
superficial, of the visible aspects of Aboriginal life $ 
the material culture, the weapons, implements and utensils 
used, the foods eaten and the methods used in collecting 
them and, all too rarely, references to the size of the 
groups seen. At worst, some journals merely record the 
skirmishes they had with the Aborigines, Generally 
speaking, this source of information provides a
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considerable quantity of purely descriptive material in 
which no attempt is made to draw the material together 
into a more general survey0 This deficiency stems from 
the nature of a journal as a day to day record of 
observations on many topics. Eyre and Grey are exceptions 
to this j and the reasons probably lie in t he greater 
contact they had with the Aborigines of one area. Eyre's 
observations on the Aborigines comprise half of the second 
volume of his journal and relate to the Aborigines of 
Moorunde, where he was Resident Magistrate from 1841 to 
1844, and hence this part of his work might be more 
properly placed in the second group. However, his 
incidental observations also provide a valuable source of 
information *
While this source of information has obvious 
shortcomings as to the picture it can give of Aboriginal 
life as a whole, it does have certain advantages. Firstly, 
the explorers came in advance of even the earliest 
settlement, and in some cases at least, remain the only 
reports of the Aborigines in their pre-contact state.
Here it is important to add the caution that while the 
Aborigines may not have had contact with the Europeans, 
evidence from both Mitchell and Sturt suggests that exotic 
diseases, including small-pox, preceded the land explorers, 
and even if the material culture remained unaffected, the 
numbers may not be a true reflection of the pre-European 
numbers.
As observers, many of these people were interested 
mainly in the visible elements of Aboriginal culture and 
economic life, rather than the social structure and 
similar aspects of culture which have become the prime
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interest of the present day social anthropologists.
During his journey down the Macquarie River in 1828-9
Sturt was instructed to
...note the description of the several people 
whom you may meet , the extent of the population;, 
their means of subsistence, their genius and 
disposition, the nature of their amusements, 
their diseases and remedies, their objects of 
worship, religious ceremonies, and a vocabulary 
of their language (Sturt 1833s 1» p.187).
It is also relevant to note that most of these
observations were made before any stereotyped
generalisations about the Aborigines of the continent
generally had developed, and so observers were content to
describe what they saw rather than analyse it in relation
to any preconceived notions they held about Aboriginal
culture. It is surprising how many later workers dismiss
Aboriginal culture as being completely uniform throughout
the continent and therefore not worthy of detailed
discussion.
The very nature of a journal as a day to day account 
means that the observations made can be fixed in time and 
set in an approximate seasonal framework. Because of the 
tendency for the early coastal surveyors to call at the 
places visited by Cook it is possible in some instances to 
make comparisons between their observations of the same 
places at different times of the year and thus gain some 
insight into the seasonal variations of activities, as 
well as providing some check of the accuracy of the 
various reports. The fact that several people on the one 
ship kept journals means that there is some possibility of 
checking observations. However, the recording of the same 
observation in several journals should not be taken as
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indisputable confirmation of the observation because of 
the possibility of copying or discussion between the 
members of the ship's company , This is particularly 
obvious in comparing Wilcox and MacGillivray*s accounts of 
the voyage of the 'Rattlesnake 1, MacGillivray's account, 
published in 18529 contains many passages obviously 
borrowed from Wilcox's unpublished manuscript journal,, now 
in the possession of the Mitchell Library, Sydney,
The scientific training of these observers encouraged 
them to be more accurate and less imaginative than some of 
the earlier explorers like Dampier» It is interesting to 
contrast Dampier's description of the Aborigines with that 
of Cook and later observers, Dampier (Masefield ed, 19069 
1 , p, 453) describes the Australian Aborigines in the 
following terms;
The Inhabitants of this Country are the 
miserablest People in the world,.».setting aside 
their Humane Shape, they differ but little from 
Brutes, They are tall, straight-bodied, and 
thin, with small long Limbs, They have great 
Heads, round Foreheads, and great Brows, Their 
Eye-lids are always half closed, to keep the 
Flies out of their Eyes,,,,They have great 
Bottle Noses, pretty full Lips, and wide mouths.
The two Fore-teeth of their Upper jaw are 
wanting in all of them, Men and Women, Old and 
Young; whether they draw them out I know not;
Neither have they any Beards, They are long 
visaged, and of a very unpleasing Aspect, 
having no one graceful Feature in their Faces,
This contrasts with Cook's (Beaglehole ed, 1955?
p.508) less impassioned, if somewhat idealistic,
description of the Aborigines;
The Natives of this Country are not numerous.
They are of a very dark brown,,,colour with 
lank black hair, they are under the common size
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and seem to be a timerous inoffensive race 
,t.Men, women and children go wholy naked, 
o » , they live chiefly on Fish and wild Fowl 
„o.for they do not cultivate,u„.These people 
may truly be said to be in the pure state of 
Nature9 and may appear to some to be the 
most wretched upon Earths but in reality 
they are far happier than,,»we Europeans,..
In fact the difference between the people Banks 
observed and the accepted picture of the New Hollanders 
based on Dampier's description led him to state 
(Beaglehole eda 1963 3 11 , p <. 1 1 2 ) that the Australians he
saw were neither negroid nor the natives described by 
Dampier, Where bias of this nature occurs it is 
reasonably easy to detect, but the more subtle 
exaggerations are far less obvious and therefore more 
dangerous„
The observers 1 knowledge of botanical and zoological 
nomenclature meant that they could give the names of many 
of the plants and animals eaten, where other workers were 
able only to give the common or Aboriginal names, making 
it difficult to establish the true identity of the object 
being referred to. This problem also crops up in the 
nomenclature of the material culture. The terms used to 
refer to the implements were often purely descriptive and 
not standardised in any way. Thus one sees spears 
referred to as sticks, shafts, javelins, gigs and lances.
This source of evidence has obvious draw-backs, The 
time element involved is necessarily short and contact may 
have occurred only over a few hours, and at best, not over 
a fortnight. Because of this the observations cannot hope 
to give a balanced picture of the activities of the 
Aborigines, However, they do provide a record of what the 
Aborigines did or ate in a particular instance.
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The Reminiscences of Squatters 9 Settlers., Government 
Officials , Missionaries and Oth ers
Because of their longer period of contact with the 
Aborigines and their correspondingly greater chances of 
observing the everyday life of the Aborigines, one would 
expect this source of information to prove most valuable, 
Unfortunately, it often reveals more about the thought 
processes of nineteenth century Europeans, than it does 
about their understanding of Aboriginal culture. Like the 
above material, its real worth to this study is determined 
by the interests of the writers. Thus missionary and 
government reports tend to be mainly concerned with 
matters of education and contact. The rest of the material 
is spread through pamphlets, books, published and 
unpublished collections of family papers and journals 
ranging from the learned journals like the Transactions of 
the Royal Societies of the various States through to such 
everyday magazines as Dicken®s Household Words and the 
Illustrated Sydney News, Many of these accounts are 
little more than accounts of clashes between the settlers 
and the Aborigines or anecdotal stories about particularly 
colourful Aboriginal characters, Eyre and Beveridge do 
write at considerable length on the life of the Aborigines 
of particular areas. In the more serious writings it is 
possible to isolate topics which seem to have been of 
considerable interest to the observers of the day. These 
includes the way the Aborigines lived and made their 
living, their beliefs and particularly whether they 
believed in a supreme being, their intelligence and the 
possibility of civilising and Christianising the 
Aborigines, and other such questions which would interest 
the nineteenth century European who placed himself, and
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the principles of western civilisation, at the very peak 
of the evolutionary process. Despite the very obvious 
bias which characterises much of this work, some writers 
have made worthwhile descriptive contributions on the 
material culture and economic life of the Aborigines of 
particular areas, and in some instances, these remain our 
only records of these Aborigines. A disappointing feature 
of some of this material is the failure of the writers to 
give the tribal names of the groups they are describing 
and even the precise location of the area itself. In 
general, this literature continues the descriptive 
approach of the previous group, but the topics touched 
upon are more numerous and the description, at times, more 
detailed. Some of the later works in this group show an 
increasing tendency to generalise from the writer's 
experience with one group to the Aborigines of Australia 
generally.
Collated Material
In some respects this grouping is a culmination of 
the developments referred to above. The motivating force 
behind the production of these works was not always 
scientific interest in particular problems relating to the 
Aborigines, but rather they were driven to record 
Aboriginal customs before it was too late. Brough Smyth's 
(1878, I, p.v) aim was to 'collect information respecting 
the customs of the people who had formerly owned the soil 
of Australia, and...make accurate drawings of their 
weapons and ornaments'. Thus the main aim of these works 
is still descriptive, but the scope has been areally 
widened, and the authors' prefaces reveal an increasing
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interest in the problems of the origin and antiquity of 
the Aborigines. The material for these works came from 
three main sources. The first of these is the already 
published accounts of explorers, settlers and missionaries. 
The second source is the replies of settlers who 
corresponded with the collators, or answered the 
questionnaires sent to them. The latter idea is a 
valuable one because it collects material from people with 
first-hand knowledge of the Aborigines and who would 
probably never have been concerned with publishing it. 
However, the manner in which Curr’s questionnaires were 
devised tended to limit the respondent’s answers to 
certain channels which reflect the editor’s particular 
interests. This is clearly evident in the questionnaire 
used by Howitt and reproduced in Appendix 1, with the 
permission of the Mitchell Library, Sydney. In a sense 
the material gained from these questionnaires is twice 
removed from reality. There are problems relating to the 
bias of both the informant and the collator. Unfortunately, 
the informants' accounts are not given in full. The 
editors chose the observations which they considered 
relevant to the situation as they saw it. The rest was 
ignored and lost. The third source of information comes 
from the writers' own experiences with a particular group 
of Aborigines. Both Curr and Taplin had considerable 
knowledge of the groups in the areas in which they lived. 
Despite the obvious difficulties referred to above, such 
works do provide a wealth of descriptive material which 
can usually be localised.
2 5
The P r o d u c t s  of I n d i vidual and Organised R e s e a r c h
The w r i t i n g s  in this group show a mo v e m e n t  away from
general d e s c r i p t i o n  and an inc r e a s i n g  interest in certain
aspects of A b o r i g i n a l  life, p a r t i c u l a r l y  theoretical
problems r e l a t i n g  to m a r r i a g e  institutions, social
organisation, religion, t o t e m i s m  and comp a r a t i v e
l i n g u i s t i c s , and the place of these in the d e v e l o p m e n t a l
schemes p r o p o u n d e d  by  such theorists as Tylor, M o r g a n  and
Lang. M u l v a n e y  (1958, p.297) stresses the n e c e s s i t y  of
r e c o g n i s i n g  the effect of the i n s p i r a t i o n  and guidance of
these w r i t e r s  on the a c c u m u l a t i o n  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of
ma t e r i a l  on the A b o r i g i n e s  b y  such early f ieldworkers as
Fison, H o w i t t , S p e n c e r  and Gillen. The u n i l i n e a r
e v o l u t i o n i s t s  saw the s t udy of the A b o r i g i n e s  as a means
of p r o d u c i n g  e v i d e n c e  to c o n f i r m  the laws of d e v e lopment
they ha d  a l r e a d y  postulated. The a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l
l i t e r a t u r e  of the day is full of unf o u n d e d  p r o n o u n c e m e n t s
c l a i m i n g  that g r o u p  m a r r i a g e  p r e ceded monogamy, and that
s o c i e t y  d e v e l o p s  from maternal to paternal systems. It
was this type of a priori r e a s o n i n g  w h i c h  pr o v i d e d  the
f r a m e w o r k  for the first s ystematic f i e l d w o r k  in
A u s t r a l i a n  anthr o p o l o g y ,  and its influence is v ery evident.
M u l v a n e y  (1958, p.306) observes that:
...despite the sincere b e l i e f  of the two teams,
H o w i t t  and Fison, Spencer and Gillen, in their 
o b j e c t i v i t y  and inde p e n d e n c e  of mind, their 
facts were f r e q u e n t l y  collected in response to 
s u g g e s t i o n s  f r o m  overseas theorists and their 
s e l e c t i o n  and c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  was as 
i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  as the g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s  which 
they set out to test, All shared a b e l i e f  in 
the e v o l u t i o n a r y  nature of in s t i t u t i o n a l  and 
social, p r o c e s s e s ,  and the i n t e r a c t i o n  of 
q u e s t i o n  and answer, of Old W o r l d  theory and 
A u s t r a l i a n  practice, res u l t e d  in circu l a r  and 
m i s l e a d i n g  a r g u m e n t  more often than has bee n  
r e c o g n i s e d ; ,..
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Mulvaney's (1958, p»312) study of the correspondence
between Spencer and Frazer, and between Howitt and Tylor 
and Morgan shows how influential the theorists were and, 
in some cases, how closely the ’discoveries* of these 
workers followed the suggestions or questions of the 
theorists »
While this material shows a focussing of interest and 
a narrowing of the field of enquiry, it also shows an 
increasing interest in social organisation, and perhaps, 
an increasing awareness of its relevance to the 
understanding of the Aboriginal way of life as a whole.
As a corollary, the literature also shows a marked decrease 
in the amount of description of material culture and 
economic activities. This specialisation tends to limit 
the value of this, and later work, to the present study.
Both Elkin (l9635 p.19) and Mulvaney (1958, p„31^) 
recognise the late 1920’s as being a period of major 
change in the development of anthropology in Australia.
The setting up of the National Research Council followed 
the Pan-Pacific Science Congress of 19239 a Department of 
Anthropology was founded at Sydney University in 1925 for 
the purpose of training research workers to carry out 
projects in Aboriginal Australia and in New Guinea and 
Melanesia, Oceania commenced publication in 1929 and 
provided, for the first time in Australia, an academic 
journal devoted to the record of native peoples, and in 
1929 the first systematic attempt in Australia to apply 
statigraphic, rather than conjectural principles in the 
study of Australian prehistory was initiated by Hale and 
Tindale at Devon Downs,' South Australia (see Hale and 
Tindale 1930)„
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Thus it might be assumed that the works in this later 
grouping should provide the most valuable source of 
information possible, The advantages of this type of work 
are obvious. Fieldwork among individual groups over 
extended periods of time by specially trained research 
workers would make it possible for the worker to observe 
the interrelationship of group activities at first hand 
with an understanding of the problems involved. However, 
much of this material is only of limited value to a study 
of this kind. Firstly, it is restricted in time to the 
period after 1920, a time when many areas had been 
completely depopulated, or the traditional way of life so 
modified, that few groups could be studied in anything 
approaching their pre-contact state. Perhaps a more 
limiting factor is the specialisation of interests which 
developed with the increasingly scientific approach. 
Whereas many of the older works gave general descriptive 
accounts of the visible aspects of culture, many later 
works show a split between social anthropology and 
ethnology. Social anthropology has attracted the greater 
attention, while enthnology has become almost entirely the 
province of museum collectors, Social anthropologists 
have become pre-occupied with questions of social 
structure and organisation as such, and thus their works 
fail to raise the questions of the relation of the 
community to its environment, which is of prime interest 
to this study. An excellent example of this is the fact 
that Radcliffe-Brown1s (l930-3l) description of the 
Australian tribes has been accepted, explicitly or 
implicitly, for so long and was only challenged actively 
by Hiatt in 1962. This challenge has gone some way to
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stirring interest in this question and Stanner's paper 
(1965) can be seen as a response to Hiatt’s paper, but it 
also raises some very important issues and stresses the 
need to distinguish between the Aboriginal concepts of 
territory and locality, a factor which has been largely 
ignored in anthropological writings. Again, few writers 
pay more than lip-service to the relationship between 
economic activities and the environment. Indeed some 
ignore it completely by appealing to unfounded 
generalisations. Sharp (l93^) is a particularly clear 
example of this. In his paper 'Ritual Life and Economics 
of the Yir-Yoront of Cape York’ he dismisses their 
economic activities with the following statement ( 193^+ > 
p.36): 'Production among the Yir-Yoront follows typical
Australian patterns'.
On the other hand, the ethnologists have specialised 
in the description and classification of material culture, 
often without due regard to the activities of the groups 
who used them, their attitudes towards the implements used, 
and the manner in which they were used. Thomson (1939) is 
one of few workers to demonstrate the value of 
anthropological training for the understanding of the 
material culture of a group.
As well as these problems relating to the abilities 
of the observers, their interests and the effect of these 
on the observations made, the literature presents other 
problems. None of the areas chosen for study in this 
thesis is equally well-documented in respect of the groups 
in the literature discussed above. The tribes which 
occupied areas settled early in the history of European 
settlement in Australia are described only in explorers'
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journals and settlers' accounts and are not represented in 
the later more scientific writings, while some of the 
groups in the later and less densely settled areas feature 
prominently in this latter group. Thus the literature 
available is unevenly distributed over Australia and 
uneven in content. This makes inter-area comparison 
difficult. The need for comparison also raises the 
question of the time element. Contact occurred far 
earlier in southeastern Australia than it did in Arnhem 
Land and because of this it might be questioned as to 
whether comparisons can be made between Sydney in 1788 and 
the Kimberleys in the 1920's. Similarly, the question 
might be asked as to what changes had occurred among the 
Aborigines of Flinder's Island between the time Flinders 
called there, and the time that Hale and Tindale studied 
the Aborigines there in 1933» In most cases these 
questions cannot be fully answered, It is sufficient to 
note, as McCarthy and McArthur do (i9 6 0 , p.l45), that 
there have been changes in the economic field, mainly in 
the form of modern substitutes for the materials used for 
objects in daily use, and that the traditional methods of 
food-getting are still followed.
The preceding discussion deals with the possible 
sources of material available for a study of this nature 
and scope, and in consideration of the time available for 
the study, the written and published accounts provide what 
is probably the most rewarding source of information under 
the present circumstances. However, it should be stressed 
that in a situation where the Aborigines could be studied 
in their traditional way of life, an approach such as this 
could hardly be justified. In view of the evidence
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available, a library study such as that embarked upon in 
the present work, is appropriate.
Several writers have used this source of material in 
studying other problems, but none has been concerned with 
the relationship between the community and its habitat. 
Krzywicki and Birdsell have utilised the available 
population estimates for the Aborigines in several ways.
In his Primitive Society and its Vital Statistics 
Krzywicki is concerned with the collation of the available 
material on population numbers, fertility periods and 
birth rates throughout the primitive societies of the 
world in an attempt to come to some assessment of the 
relationship between population characteristics and the 
type of primitive economy. On the other hand, Birdsell's 
paper ’Some Environmental and Cultural Factors Influencing 
the Structuring of Australian Aboriginal Populations’ 
restricts the scope to Australia alone and attempts to 
relate the population density and the rainfall. While his 
conclusion that the density of Aboriginal population in 
Australia was determined to a large measure by rainfall 
operating indirectly through the biota, might be valid 
(there is insufficient evidence to really assess this), 
the assumptions Birdsell makes are highly questionable.
His assumption that the average size of the tribe was five 
hundred can scarcely be accepted. Even accepting all the 
problems related to the definition of a tribe as a unit, 
the available evidence suggests that there was a 
considerable variation in the size of the tribes, and to 
work from averages would cloak such differences. The 
definitions of tribal territories he uses in his 
calculations are those collected by Tindale and Birdsell
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in 1938-99 and in many cases the boundaries are demarcated 
on the basis of statements of informants, some of whom 
were completely detribalised.
Davidson (1933 9 193^» 1935 9 1936, etc») and Massola 
(1958) studied the distribution of various elements of the 
material culture of the Aborigines using information from 
published sources and the material in museum collections» 
Davidson was obviously influenced by the diffusionist 
school of thought and in studying the distribution of such 
features as netting techniques, spear traits and 
watercraft, attempted to come to a tentative chronology 
for the origin, arrival and dispersal of the various 
traits in Australia, He was not concerned with the place 
of the implements or techniques he studied in the way of 
life of the Aborigines, Anell (i960) employs similar 
techniques in studying the distribution of hunting, 
trapping and fishing methods in the wider context of 
Oceania» The difficulties encountered by these writers in 
mapping the distribution of their information is of 
particular interest to this study» Davidson uses shading 
and lines to show the approximate distribution of the 
traits under discussion (Map 6), Anell uses a symbol to 
indicate the location where a particular hunting method 
was recorded (Map 7)» In this sense Anell's map is a more 
accurate portrayal of the known distribution of a trait, 
but its visual effect is misleading. What the map really 
shows is the distribution of sites where these methods 
have been recorded by Europeans. The clustering of 
symbols represents the frequency of observation, rather 
than the importance of the methods in a particular area. 
For this reason it has been decided to tabulate
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observations rather than attempt to map highly inadequate 
information on distributions. Sufficient material is not 
available to map the spread of traits within the areas 
chosen for study. Comparisons between areas are very 
difficult and frequently meaningless because the lack of 
observations in an area does not mean that particular 
implements were not in use.
In using the material from these sources the writer 
is not concerned with questions of the origin and 
diffusion of various culture traits, but rather with 
reconstructing, as far as practicable, the economic life 
of several Aboriginal groups in different parts of 
Australia, and how these comparisons might highlight the 
various environmental and cultural factors involved. This 
might enable one to come to some understanding of the 
relationship between the Aborigine, his culture and his 
environment.
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CHAPTER 3
THE ABORIGINES OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
(1 ) THE HABITAT OF THE CENTRAL AUSTRALIAN TRIBES
The area over which the central Australian Aborigines 
ranged covered a large part of both South Australia and 
the Northern Territory (Map 8). In the exploration and 
opening up of the area, the explorers and prospectors 
tended to concentrate their activities in the central 
parts where the ranges provided routeways along which they 
travelledo Normally, the spinifex and sandhill country, 
through which travel was difficult, was avoided. 
Consequently most of the literature describes the central 
ranges, and our knowledge of the remaining areas depends 
mainly on the writings of later visitors, particularly 
anthropologists: Thomson among the Bindubi, Meggitt and
Sweeney on the Waljbiri and the Berndts among the partially 
europeanised Aborigines on the Transcontinental Railway at 
Ooldea.
On a broad scale the area possesses two distinct 
environments; the ranges and the lowlands. The Aborigines 
recognised the effect these environmental differences had 
on various tribes and designated them with appropriate 
ecologically-oriented names. The Berndts (19^+2 , p.323) 
record that at Ooldea the tribes who came from the hill 
country, the Warburton, Petermann, Tomkinson, Mann,
Musgrave and Everard Ranges, were termed 1jabu people, or
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people from rocky or hilly country; while those in the 
desert proper were called ? b i la ( spinifex) people,, The 
later term was also applied to people in ’jabu country 
where spinifex was found too, These terms were blanket 
terms and applied to several tribes. On a smaller scale 
Spencer and Gillen (l927j I? p .8) record a similar 
instance where several groups living along the Finke River 
were referred to as Larapinta men, from the native name 
for the river, The application of these names implies 
that the Aborigines recognised the relationship between 
environmental differences and the distinctive
characteristics of the way of life of the people concerned. 
Topography
The area is divided into two lowland regions by a 
central zone of ranges. They trend east-west for 300 to 
400 miles in a series of ridges known separately as the 
Waterhouse, James, MacDonnell, Krichauff, Gill, Levi and 
Strangway Ranges. The crests of these ridges range 
between 2,000 and 3 »000 feet, while individual peaks reach 
altitudes of up to 5,000 feet. The main watercourses in 
the area rise on the northern side of the ranges and flow 
through deep gorges onto the sandy flats beyond. Under 
normal conditions the waterholes in the gorges are the 
only permanent sources of water along the rivers’ courses. 
The lower parts hold water only for a short period after 
heavy rain. To the south of these ranges, and separated 
from them by the Amadeus Depression, are the Musgrave, 
Everard and Mann Ranges. The area is drained by the 
Alberga River which, in times of exceptional run-off may 
reach Lake Eyre.
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To the north and south of this mountain zone are the 
lowlands. In the south the land surface rises gradually 
from an elevation of 70 feet at the Macumba River to an 
altitude of approximately 2,000 feet at the central ranges, 
North of the ranges the land surface falls gradually from 
the level of the Burt Plain (2,000 to 2,300 feet) to 700 
feet at Newcastle Waters. The lowlands are characterised 
by sand plains, dune fields, salt pans, limestone and 
stony or gibber plains. Map 8 gives the distribution of 
sand-ridge deserts in the area. Except in the near 
vicinity of such isolated outcrops as Ayer's Rock and 
Mount Olga, watercourses are absent. Through most of the 
year water can be obtained only from soaks and springs and 
from claypans after rain.
The differences in land type between the lowland and 
range country is accentuated by differences in the flora 
and fauna of each area, and it was probably these 
differences which were recognised in the ecologically- 
oriented group names used by the Aborigines.
Larger mammals are rarely encountered in the spinifex 
areas. Thomson (1962, p.l49) records that two red
kangaroos, seen at clay pans after rain, were the only 
large native mammals seen in a journey of 300 to 400 miles 
through Bindubi territory. The smaller mammals, including 
kangaroo rats, desert rats and hopping mice inhabit the 
spinifex and possums are encountered where eucalypts occur 
Thomson (1962, p„l49) considers that the dune areas yield 
a far greater variety of lizards than the other areas, and 
that these were a very important part of the flesh diet of 
the Bindubi. Kangaroos and wallabies are found on the 
grassy plains adjacent to the ranges, while the euros and
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rock wallabies inhabit the hills. The emus span both 
environments in so far as they live on the grassy plains 
but nest in the spinifex, thus providing a valuable, but 
not permanent addition to the diet of the spinifex people.
Vegetation
The sand plains are characterised by a vegetation of 
sparse shrubs and low trees, of which Acacias and 
scattered Desert Oaks make up the bulk of the medium-sized 
and taller growth. Minor stands of Mulga over short 
grasses and forbs also occur. Spinifex forms the dominant 
ground cover. The sand-ridges are fixed with spinifex, 
desert cane grass and sparse shrubs, the Desert Oak being 
the characteristic tree, The swales carry similar 
vegetation with the addition of Gidgee, Hakea, Kurrajong, 
with some Mulga and Mallee. On the alluvial flats stands 
of Coolibah and Mulga over short grasses and forbs occur. 
The more important plant foods in these areas include the 
roots of Ipomoea costata, the fruit of various Solanums, 
the leaves of Marsdenia australis, the seeds of various 
Acacias and such grasses as Eragrostis eneopogon, Vigna 
lanceolata and Cyperus rotundus occur where flood-outs 
penetrate the area.
The vegetation of the hills is more varied. Coolibah, 
River Gum and Santalum lanceolatum are prominent trees 
along the watercourses flowing from the ranges. Gidgee, 
Bloodwood, Mulga, Coolibah and several grasses dominate 
the alluvial flats. The hills themselves carry Ficus , 
Grevilleas, Eremophilas, Acacias and Eucalyptus. Among 
the important plant foods of the area are the fruits of 
the Ficus, Santalums, Capparis, and Carrisa, the seeds of
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Acacias, Eucalyptus and various grasses, and the roots of 
such plants as Vigna lanceolata and Cyperus rotundus which 
grow along the sandy creek beds,
Slatyer (1962, p.l20) discusses the effect of 
rainfall and temperature on the vegetation of the area and 
stresses the differences between the behaviour of some 
ephemerals which are winter active and make rapid growth 
on the winter rains, while most of the permanent 
components of the natural vegetation are sensitive to the 
low winter temperatures and remain dormant during this 
period. Such species make rapid growth soon after the 
cessation of frosts in the spring and continue until the 
accumulated soil-water storage is exhausted. They then 
make intermittent growth following sporadic summer rains. 
Slatyer*s calculations (1962, p.123) show that rainfall 
sufficient to promote growth in the summer months can only 
be expected approximately once every two summers at 
Charlotte Waters, twice every summer at Alice Springs and 
with increasing frequency further northward. The chances 
of receiving effective initial rainfall in winter is 
higher in the central parts of the area. Chances of 
receiving rainfall sufficient to enable growth to continue 
for a period of four weeks are significantly less than 
those of receiving enough rainfall to initiate growth, 
particularly in the areas of lowest rainfall.
The fact that only two significant growth periods can 
be expected in each year would have had very obvious 
effects on the availability of plant foods to the 
Aborigines. This is particularly true of the plants of 
which the stems and leaves were eaten, and probably of 
some of the more fleshy fruits. The fact that some
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drought-evading ephemerals begin growing immediately 
following the winter rains and are not sensitive to low 
winter temperatures may extend the harvest of vegetable 
food a little, but probably not to any great extent. It 
would not have had such a marked effect on the grain foods, 
and some seeds, roots and fruits which were harvestable 
after the plant had ceased to grow.
Climate
The average annual rainfall varies from 13 .85 inches 
at Tennant Creek to 5-08 inches at Charlotte Waters. The 
seasonal regime shows a summer maximum which becomes 
progressively more marked towards the north. Slather 
(1962, p.llO) describes the typical rain as a light, steady 
fall interspersed with occasional heavy thunderstorms.
The rain persists for periods of 24 to 48 hours and total 
falls of four to eight inches have been recorded. Little 
information is available on the variability of the 
rainfall. Sweeney (1.947, P-299) records that The Granites 
has an average annual rainfall of 6.90 inches, but for 
four consecutive years (1940-43) the rainfall was below 
five inche s .
The general impression of the area is one in which 
aridity is a prevailing condition. Surface water is not 
widely available, and is limited to water-holes, rock- 
holes and soaks. The aridity exercises a considerable 
effect on the flora and fauna of the area. The major 
growing and productive season of perennial species occurs
Average of eight years only and therefore not reliable.
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in late winter and early spring. Sporadic growth 
also occurs following rains. Animal life tends to 
concentrate around the available water supplies. 
Throughout the area the flora and faunal assemblages are 
not uniform, the principal regional differences being 
between the range country and the sandhill and sand plain 
country. These differences had a recognisable effect on 
the lives of the Aborigines, an effect which was 
recognised and designated by them.
( 11) THE ECONOMIC LIFE OF THE CENTRAL AUSTRALIAN TRIBES
The impression gained by observers in the area was 
that the Aborigines ate most species of the birds, animals 
and reptiles in their territory, and utilised a significant 
number of plants. Stirling (I896, p.5l) considers that 
to mention all the animals eaten in an area would be 
largely to recapitulate the zoology of the district. 
However, Meggitt (1962, p .4) records that preferences were 
shown, and in good seasons when food was plentiful, the 
smaller, less palatable creatures were ignored.
The preceding section gave a brief outline of the 
major environmental differences in the area. The floral 
and faunal assemblages in the sand dune and sand plain 
areas differed considerably from that of the range country 
and one would expect this to have had an obvious effect on 
the lives of the people; an interpretation supported by 
the available evidence.
Thomson (1964, p.402) describes the food supply of 
the Bindubi, a tribe living in the spinifex, sand dune and 
sand plain country to the west of Lake Mackay, as
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consisting- of small mammals, rodents, lizards and 
vegetable foods, the chance gleanings of daily hunting 
forays along the dunes, interspersed with periods when 
they could count on a regular harvest of seeds, usually 
grasses, which could at times support a group of several 
families at one well for several weeks. Strehlow (1965* 
p.125) records that 19 Ngalia people remained at the one 
camp in the sandhills for many weeks and their protruding 
stomachs indicated that they had been living largely on 
the yam of Ipomoea costata for several months. In what is 
probably a reconstruction of Waljbiri economic patterns, 
Meggitt (1962, p.4 9 ) equates these periods of larger 
gatherings and more certain food supplies with the autumn 
and early winter season. The larger mammals were rare in 
the area and the only evidence of their having provided 
food for the Bindubi were the bones of a Red Kangaroo in 
the camp-fire ashes in a rocky area of their territory 
(Thomson 1962 , p.147). Vegetable foods appear to have 
formed a considerable part of the diet, particularly when 
the staple crops matured after rain.
In the light of the frequent references to the 
methods used in hunting emus, kangaroos, wallabies and 
euros in the ranges and surrounding areas, one has to 
assume that these animals formed an important part of the 
flesh diet of these people. Smaller game and reptiles 
were also hunted, Fish, molluscs and Crustacea from the 
waterhol.es in the ranges may have supplemented the food 
supply, particularly after rains, but were probably not of 
widespread importance. The basic collecting party appears 
to have been the family, but very large ceremonial 
gatherings were encountered (Tindale and Hackett 1933? 
p.102). The food supply of these groups was not
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enumerated by the observers. It is highly probable that 
they were permitted by rain and the bountiful vegetable 
harvest following. The more important plant foods were 
outlined in the preceding chapter. It was during these 
periods when larger groups could persist that the more 
organised drives for game could be carried out.
The economic activities of the Aborigines show the 
widely encountered division of labour based on sex. The 
women were mainly concerned in collecting vegetable foods, 
reptiles, rodents and smaller mammals, while the men 
concentrated on hunting the larger animals. There seems 
to be sufficient evidence to suggest that among the 
Bindubi the roles overlapped somewhat, despite Thomson’s 
(1962, p.12) statements to the contrary. Since the larger
animals were rare in the area the men engaged in hunting 
reptiles and the smaller animals which the women also 
collected. The principal difference probably lay in the 
equipment employed rather than in the game collected, but 
even here Basedow (1904 , p.26) records that digging sticks
were much used by men as well as women.
Several opinions suggest that vegetable foods and the 
takings of women provided the more important and 
consistent portion of the diet. Mountford (1948 , p.122) 
claims that women were the more reliable food-gatherers 
because they concentrated on collecting the accessible 
foods, the grass seeds, fruits, small reptiles and 
insects as they moved from camp to camp, rather than 
concentrating on the more elusive and less certain larger 
game which the men hunted. Meggitt (1964, p.33) is more
specific and states that the vegetable foods collected by 
the women comprised 70 or 80 per cent of the total food
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supplies. It is very difficult to come to any assessment 
of the relative importance of various sectors of the diet 
because of variations in it over time. Strehlow (1965, 
P-33) cited the example of the Ngalia people living 
principally on yams for several months, but one has no 
means of knowing their diet for the remainder of the year. 
Similarly Tindale (1966, p.180) records that a family of 
Ngadajara people at Lightning Rocks had been living on the 
sugary scales of lerp insects for several days. In the 
total diet of these people this food source may not have 
been particularly important, but in the short-term it may 
have been of considerable importance. The diet of the 
people in any area appears to have depended on the 
availability of food at the moment, and had a constantly 
changing emphasis as different vegetable foods came into 
production, and as the life cycles of the birds, animals 
and reptiles in the tribal area progressed.
Hunting Methods
The range of hunting methods recorded in Table 1, 
shows surprisingly little variation in both methods 
employed and equipment used. Spears and throwing sticks 
appear to have been the only weapons used directly in 
hunting, while the digging stick and wooden dish were 
widely used in digging out small animals and lizards.
Brush fences, pit-falls, groups of beaters, hides, decoys, 
firing the vegetation and the use of narcotics to stupefy 
the game complete the list of supplementary methods 
employed, and surprisingly little variation within each of 
these was recorded. This may well be a reflection of the 
sparsity of the literature.
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Despite this lack of variety, many of the hunting 
methods employed were designed to capitalise on the 
peculiar habits of the animals being hunted. The method 
of driving the game towards an ambush of hunters was 
adapted to accommodate the different behaviour of the 
wallaby and the euro. The latter, when disturbed keeps to 
the broken country and could thus be driven along a ridge 
to the end of a spur and into a waiting ambush. The 
wallaby keeps to definite paths by which the hunters could 
profitably conceal themselves. The use of a decoy 
resembling an emu neck when hunting emu capitalised upon 
the inquisitive nature of the bird.
The hunting methods listed in Table 1 fall into two 
main groups; the joint activities involving the 
co-operation of more than one individual, and the individual 
pursuits. It is immediately obvious that the former could 
only be employed when food supplies permitted larger 
groups to live together in any one area. The table also 
shows that the joint activities were employed mainly in 
hunting the larger animals and birds, and this suggests an 
important areal difference between the hunting methods 
employed in the range country where this game was 
encountered, and the spinifex where it was largely absent. 
Thomson (1962, 1964) makes no reference to the use of 
organised drives or brush fences by the Bindubi, but he 
does imply (1962, p.267) that the Bindubi burned the 
spinifex when hunting small game. Thus, if Thomson's 
observations are correct, the nature of the game can be 
seen to have had a recognisable effect on the choice of 
hunting methods, and, up to a point, the hunting methods 
employed might be a reflection of the type of game within 
any given area.
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Fishing
Owing to the lack of permanent watercourses in the 
area fish and other aquatic foods were not important in 
the diet of the Aborigines. However, fishing was 
practised in some of the more permanent waterholes in such 
rivers as the Finke, The methods used are not recorded in 
detail, Spencer and Gillen (1948, p.575) describes a 
short, light, hand spear supposedly used in fishing, but 
give no instance of its being used. Organised drives in 
shallow water were the most frequently recorded method.
In the example described by Basedow (1925, p.127) no 
equipment at all was used; the natives merely formed a 
line and moved across the pool, driving the fish before 
them into the shallow water where they floundered in the 
mud, Spencer and Gillen ( 1904, p„677.) record a similar 
method, differing only in that the men pushed a moveable 
weir in front of them, Stuart (Hardman ed. 1864, p.252)
gives a vague description of a brush fence built in the 
Finke, and which was evidently used in catching fish, 
Stirling (1896, p.53) reports that crayfish and crabs
(Thelphusa transversa, Spencer I928, 1, p.28) were eaten
and Cleland (1966, p.l43) lists several molluscs from the 
area,
The paucity of references to fishing and acquatic 
foods suggests that, in the total diet of these people, 
such foods did not bulk large. This contrasts markedly 
with the Cooper's Creek area to the east where Howitt (in 
Brough Smyth I878, II, p.305) records that large 
quantities of fish were caught using seines, gill nets and 
fish weirs.
5^Insect Foods
The references to insect foods fall into two broad 
categories; those which comprise a recognisable part of 
the diet throughout the year, and those which were 
available only at certain times of the year or in such 
small quantities as to add little to the total food supply 
Pre-eminent among the insects eaten were the various 
larvae known collectively to the Europeans as 1witcheties' 
These are the larvae belonging to the family Cossidae as 
well as the larvae of such beetles as the Longicorn Beetle 
Tindale (1953 j P-59) records that the wit jut i grubs were 
most important at the time of the year when the pupae rose 
to the surface, making it easier to dig them out» The 
women and children spent much time digging for them. Over 
a period of several months the author noted (1953 , p.59)
that these grubs formed part of nearly every d a y ’s diet 
and that men, as well as women and children, engaged in 
digging for them» Basedow (1925? p.124) records the use 
of a small, hooked stick used to extract grubs from their 
holes in trees. After each rainfall snails provided a 
considerable, but short-lived, supply of food. Giles 
(1889, I, p„l8l) records seeing great quantities of white 
snail shells in heaps at old encampments all along their 
route in the Musgrave Range. Basedow (1925s p.l2l) 
regards Helix perinflata as being the most commonly eaten 
species, the snail being thrown on hot ashes and the flesh 
picked out of the shell with a small, pointed stick. 
Various caterpillars were eaten when they appeared, Honey 
ants and bees’ honey provided a certain amount of food, 
but this was evidently not great. Sweeney (19^-7 j p.292) 
states that these were found only in limited parts of
Waljbiri territory. Cleland's (196 6 , p.1.44) observation 
suggests that it may have been important in these areas«
At some times lerp-manna was present in sufficient 
quantities to support small groups (Tindale 1966 , p.180).
Vegetable Foods
Like the animal foods, the vegetable foods available 
to the Aborigines were not uniform throughout the area« 
Sweeney ( 19^7 9 p p . 296-7.) outlines some of the basic 
differences between the vegetable foods present in the 
mulga and grass part of the Waljbiri territory, which 
included the hill and creek areas, and those in the 
spinifex desert areas. To the former belong the 
nutritious seeds of the Mulga (Acacia aneura) and 
Witchetty Bush (Acacia kempeana) , the yam Vigna lanceol.at a 
and the bulbs of the Onion Grass Cyperus rotundus„ The 
higher rainfall in these areas also induces many of the 
native fruits to bear better crops. In the transition 
zone between the mulga and grass country and the spinifex 
grow most of the grass and herbage seeds utilised by the 
Aborigines. The more important foods of the spinifex 
areas include the yam Ipomoea costata, the seeds of Acacia 
coriacea, the fruits of the various Solanum species, the 
leaves and stems of the Desert Banana (Marsdenia australis) 
and various grass seeds.
The growth patterns of the plants in relation to 
rainfall was discussed briefly in the preceeding chapter. 
These are particularly important in determining the 
availability of plant foods over a period of time. With 
such d.rougt-evading ephemerals as the Lepidium species, 
the plant begins to grow soon after rain and continues to 
do so until the water supply is exhausted. Thus food from
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this source might be available several times during the 
year, but only for a period of short duration. The growth 
pattern of such perennials as Carrisa lanceolata produce 
similar results, the fruits maturing quickly after rain 
and the harvest lasting only for a few weeks. On the 
other hand, some seeds, rootstocks and fruits which could 
be utilised in a dehydrated condition, were utilised long 
after the plant had ceased to grow.
Not only does the rainfall affect the growth patterns 
of the plants, but also the Aborigines' ability to exploit 
their territory. The shortage of water tended to 
concentrate their activities around the more permanent 
water sources, while the potential harvest in more remote 
areas could be realised only in periods following rains 
when supplies of surface water were available,,
Table 2 lists the references to vegetable foods eaten 
by the Aborigines in the literature surveyed by the writer 
in this thesis. Numerically, seeds comprise the most 
important grouping and this is probably a reflection of 
their true importance. Not all entries are of equal 
significance, The seeds of the Acacias mentioned above 
appear to have been favoured and staple foods, but the 
seeds of Acacia cuthbertsoni were only occasionally eaten, 
and then only when more attractive food was not available, 
Thomson (1964, p,402) records that the seeds of such 
grasses as Eragrostis eriopoda at times supported several 
families at the one well for several weeks, Cleland and 
Tindale (1954, p,83) state that, despite the small size of 
the grains, these foods occur in such abundance as to make 
them a valuable addition to the diet, Their importance 
was further enhanced by the fact that the grain could be
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harvested long after it had fallen from the seed heads» 
Both Cl eland ( 1932 , p»37) and Cl el and and Johnston (l9393 
p.22) record that ants collected the seeds of several 
grasses and stored them around the entrance to their 
burrows; from there they were collected by the women»
No references to the storage of grain were 
encountered; even though this appears to have been 
employed on the eastern borders of the area» Horne and 
Aiston (1924 , p .55) imply that the seeds of the munyeroo 
(Portulaca sp» ) not used immediately were stored by the 
tribes to the north of Lake Eyre» Howitt (in Brough Smyth 
I878, II, p»302) describes a mud and grass structure 
holding about two bushels of munyoura seeds in the Coopers 
Creek area»
The relatively few references to the collection of 
root foods is not a true reflection of their importance, 
Stirling (I896, p„60) states that the bulbs of Cyperus 
rotundus and the seeds of Claytonia balonnensis were much 
more freely consumed than any other vegetable food, and in 
many camps it appeared to be the only food that was being 
used. The importance of some root foods was greatly 
enhanced by the fact that they were available throughout 
the year. Sweeney (1947? p.259) cites the example of the 
yam Ipomoea costata which was distinguished by its runners 
in the growing season and by its dead or dormant stalks 
during dry periods» He considers it one of the most 
valuable food supplies of the desert native. Strehlow1s 
observations cited earlier support this.
While the number of species listed in Table 2 might 
suggest that fruits comprised an important part of the 
native diet, this may not have been so. Cleland and
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Tindale (1954, p.83) state that while Capparis mitchellii
was distributed over a wide area (and hence frequently
recorded) it was not abundant, The same authors point out
that the Native Peach (Eucarya acuminata) yielded a
considerable quantity of fruit, but its bearing was
capricious and short-lived. Similarly, Sweeney (1947,
p.290) cites the example of the Konkleberry (Carrisa
lanceolata) which matured quickly after rain, but the
harvest lasted for a few weeks only. These factors led
Cleland and Tindale (1954, p„88) to conclude that ’the
fruits in fact do not constitute an important source of
food, but are valuable food adjuncts’, References to the
use of fruits in dehydrated form, and to the drying and
storage of fruits might encourage one to question these
conclusions, but considering the small quantities of dried
fruit found by Thomson (1962, p,ll) and the mobility of
the people concerned, it is unlikely that the importance
1of these fruits was greatly increased.
It is difficult to assess the importance of leaf, 
stem and flower food because of the different ways in 
which they were collected. Plants like Pentatropis 
kempeana and Claytonia s p . were evidently eaten on the 
move and not brought back to the campl the latter was 
eaten principally as a thirst-quencher, but the former was 
an esteemed and important food, Cleland and Tindale (19599 
p ,136) record that if a bush was passed while hunting the 
hunters would stop and eat their fill, How important this
1
The Berndts (1942, p„l64) record the development of food 
storage at Ooldea, but this was among detribalised, 
partially sophisticated, less mobile groups.
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food was in comparison with that derived from plants 
bel onging to such genera as Lepidium , Stenopetalum and 
Portulaca 9 the preparation of which necessitated cooking, 
cannot be assessed« Individual plants, such as the palm 
Livistona mariae9 may have yielded considerable quantities 
of leaf food, but because of their extremely limited 
distribution, their value in the diet may not have been 
great„
The nectar from flowers, and the sugary exudations of 
the Mul.ga probably provided little more than amusement 
value in the diet of the natives, but the gum of several 
Acacias and other plants may have been a more important 
source of food.
To what extent the cooking of plant foods represented 
an attempt to destroy toxic or unpleasant elements in the 
plants cannot be properly judged« In many instances it 
appears to have been little more than an attempt to make 
the food more palatable since the plants were eaten both 
in the raw and cooked state. However, the more involved 
preparation of Lepidium muelleri-fernandi and L. rotundum 
recorded by Cleland and Tindale (1959j P-133) may have 
approximated to the more elaborate preparations used in 
northern and eastern Australia. This is strengthened by 
the authors’ statement that the Bindubi did not use this 
method or gather the plants. Whether the method of 
preparation resulted from isolated experiment on the part 
of the Aranda, or whether it was the application of widely 
known, traditional techniques cannot be assessed. It is 
significant, however, that the natives in the MacDonnell 
Ranges showed no knowledge of the preparation of the nut 
of the cycad palm Encephalartos macdonnelli (Stirling I896,
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p.59) even though Maiden ( 1889, p„4o) implies that it was 
eaten after preparation, and the nuts of other members of 
this family were eaten over wide parts of Australia after 
precautions had been taken to remove the toxic elements.
Water
In many areas the availability of water was as 
important as the food itself, Except in the periods 
immediately following rains when surface water in creek 
beds and clay pans was available, the water supply was 
limited to the more permanent waterhol.es in the rivers in 
the ranges, to the 'ngama1 or rock-holes in rock outcrops 
and to the soaks in the river beds and sandhill country. 
The importance of these soaks to the desert Aborigines 
cannot be overestimated, Thomson (1962, p.27l) states 
that, as a general rule, there is nothing in the lie of 
the land to explain the location of the water. The 
Bindubi songs stress the need to find water, and Thomson 
(1962, p,27^) records that an old man could recite the 
names of more than 50 waters, wells, rock-holes and clay 
pans. He also describes a highly conventionalised map, 
deeply incised in the body of a spear-thrower, showing the 
location of waters in the terrain over which the Bindubi 
hunted. The importance of the soaks was increased by the 
excavation of wells, Rowlands and Rowlands (I965s P°233) 
describe several wells in the Lake Mackay area, the shaft 
of one being vertical for 10 feet and then inclined at 
about 30 degrees to vertical. The vertical part of the 
well was 25 to 30 inches in diameter with foot holds cut 
into the side. Basedow (l9259 P°97) describes an unusual 
type of rock-hole at Ullbonnalenna, east of the Musgrave
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Ranges, which necessitated the use of a broom-shaped 
piston to pump the fluid to the surface. The piston 
consisted of a rod, about five feet in length, to one end 
of which a brushwood bundle, the size of the hole, was 
bound. The implement was inserted in the hole, slowly 
pushed down into the water and after a short interval 
quickly withdrawn, bringing up the water collected behind 
it. The water was collected in a small clay enclosure 
built around the hole. No other writers record the use of 
such an implement or principle, but whether this 
represents a local invention cannot be assessed.
Smaller quantities of water were obtained from 
several sources. Hollow trees provided reservoirs for 
small quantities of water. The lateral roots of several 
trees (see Table 2) yielded some water, Koch's (1898, 
p.llO) statement that the bush of Hakea leucoptera was 
burned to drive the water into the roots is not supported 
by other writers' observations. Whether any tribe ' s water 
supply came primarily from this source is unlikely; it is 
probable that this source was utilised by travelling 
natives (Cleland 1966 , p.l42). The leaves of Claytonia 
and the roots of yams may have been used as a means of 
quenching thirst. The extent to which aestivating frogs 
of certain species were utilised as an emergency source of 
water is not clear. Cleland (1966 , p.1^2) states that in 
dry periods the position of the buried frogs could be 
detected by cracks on the surface of the ground. The 
examples found by Spencer (1928, I, p.46) yielded only one 
or two teaspoonfuls of water each. Sweeney (19^-8, p.298) 
records that in one very severe drought women kept their 
families supplied with water while hunting by carrying
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water from a permanent soak 15 miles away, The women 
travelled at night.
Material Culture
Spears were the most frequently used hunting weapon. 
The most common type consisted of a shaft of light wood, 
usually Tecoma doratoxylon, to which a flattened head of 
mulga wood was lashed with sinews. The blade varied in 
length from 10 to 15 inches and was of a long lanceolate 
shape, varying from an inch to an inch and a quarter in 
width. In some examples a slightly curved barb of hardwood 
was bound to the blade. Stirling (I8 9 6 , p.87) observes 
that the shaft rarely consisted of a single piece of wood, 
but rather several pieces scarf-jointed and bound with 
tendon. He attributes this to the want of shoots of 
sufficient length. The butt was recessed to take the peg 
of the spear-thrower. Thomson (1962, p.13) describes the 
spears of the Bindubi as consisting of a single shaft of 
mulga sapling, or more rarely the lateral root of an 
acacia (1964, p,42l), with no separate head or 
countershaft. The spears were about seven feet in length, 
with the tip coming to a flattened, chisel edge rather 
than a point. In rare examples they terminated in a broad, 
flattened blade, on one side of which was set a wooden 
barb secured with sinews. He (1962 , p.l4) attributes the 
scarcity of barbed spears to the scarcity of large game. 
This could have affected both the need for barbed spears 
and the availability of sinews for binding on the barbs. 
Spencer and Gillen (1938, pp.575-8) list six types of 
spears encountered by them in central Australia. Those 
with stone-flake heads and the wooden spears with one or
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more barbed prongs were considered by the authors to be 
confined to the north and not reach as far south as the 
MacDonnell Ranges, The other spears include those also 
described by other writers and noted above. Two 
exceptions include one made of a single piece of dark, 
hardwood, and the other a short, light hand spear used in 
fishing, Apart from this last example no specific use was 
equated with a particular spear design by the authors, and 
it is highly probable that cultural factors, rather than 
conscious adaptations, were responsible for the variations 
in design.
The most frequently recorded spear-thrower consisted 
of an ovate, leaf-shaped body, concave in its upper 
surface and up to 76 centimetres in length and 12 
centimetres wide at its greatest width, The grip 
consisted of a mass of resin in which a stone flake was 
embedded, Spencer and Gillen (1938, p°583) consider this 
the most important cutting weapon of the central 
Australian native, Thomson (1964, p.4l6) stresses the 
multiplicity of uses of this spear-thrower, As well as 
its major purpose in propelling spears, it was also used 
as a parrying stick to deflect spears, as a scoop for 
digging out lizards, rodents and vegetable foods, while 
the mounted adze-stone was employed as a graving tool in 
maintaining and repairing tools and as a knife for 
quartering game or extracting the sinews from kangaroos 
and emus, It might be argued that this weapon represents 
an adaptation to the local conditions and the high 
mobility of life in the area in so far as it represents a 
combination of several functions in the one implement. 
However, the Waramanga and Wambaja tribes used spear-
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throwers of different design (Spencer and Gillen 1938,
PP * 579-80). These did not possess the versatility of 
function evident in the former implement, even though its 
advantages would still have applied to these tribes» In 
addition to this, the spear-thrower with the mounted adze- 
stone was also widely used along the eastern coast where, 
presumably, the need for the combination of several 
functions in the one weapon would not have been such a 
pressing necessity because of the lessened mobility of the 
people o It would appear that cultural factors, such as 
the diffusion and acceptance of particular designs were 
more important in explaining the designs encountered, 
rather than any appeal to conscious modifications to meet 
particular needs.
Throwing sticks appear to have been the only other 
weapon used widely in hunting, Thomson (1964, p,4l0) 
records their use in hunting birds and other small game, 
and describes them as being one to two feet in length and 
made of heavy wood, Stirling (I896, pp„90-2) describes
the characteristics of the ’boomerangs in common use’, but 
in all the admittedly scanty references to the use of 
hunting weapons, the boomerang is not mentioned, Thomson 
(1964, p.4l0) observed that each of the Bindubi men 
possessed several boomerangs which were regarded almost as 
ceremonial items and kept hidden in the camps where the 
men slept, being carried only when moving camp,
A feature which may have been distinctive in some 
parts of the area, and environmentally conditioned was the 
use of the digging stick, or a derivative of it by men, 
Basedow ( 1.904, p,26) records that both men and women used 
the digging stick to dig out such burrowing game as
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lizards, rodents, and burrowing mammals. Helms (1896, 
p ,305) describes the use of a digging stick to chop off 
the heads of lizards after their attention had been 
attracted by waving a feather fan above them. It is 
possible that the lance-like spear with a flattened blade, 
described by Basedow (1904, p.25) as being used for 
killing animals in bushes rather than hurling, was used as 
a digging stick as well as a weapon.
The digging stick appears to have been the principal 
implement used by women in collecting vegetable foods. 
Several variations in design were recorded; the points in 
some being rounded and tapered, while in others they were 
brought to a broad chisel-edge. Wooden dishes were 
frequently used as scoops for removing the soil loosened 
with a digging stick. These dishes were made from bark or 
carved from several types of wood, Several designs have 
been described, but no specialised purposes for them were 
recognised by the observers. The dishes were used to 
carry food and water, in winnowing grass seeds, as a scoop 
for digging, as a cradle, and also as a vessel in which to 
heat Triodia resin. Netted bags were not generally in use 
in the area although Spencer and Gillen (1938? p.6l0) 
record that some vegetable and fur-twine bags were bartered 
from the southern tribes and traded as far north as the 
MacDonnell Ranges. Wallets of skin and bark seem to have 
been the most common means of carying small items. Skin 
water-bags were used to transport water in some areas.
Small stone flakes and the adze-stone mounted on a 
spear-thrower were used in cutting and preparing meat. 
Opinion as to the use of the hafted stone knives is 
divided. Spencer and Gillen (1938, p»593) state that the
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smaller ones were used in general cutting operations, 
while the larger ones were used in fighting. Stirling 
(18965 p o 97) is of the opinion that very few of these 
knives showed evidence of use and considers that they were 
carried more for decoration than use. He quotes Gillen as 
saying that the smaller ones were used in performing 
initiatory rites. Grindstones were seen in many camps and 
consisted of sandstone slabs or similar material. They 
were evidently not transported from camp to camp when the 
occupants moved.
The two most frequently recorded implements used in 
manufacture were the adze, a stone flake mounted on the 
end of a straight or curved shaft, and the adze-stone 
mounted on the distal end of a spear-thrower. Opinion 
differs as to whether these tools were complementary or 
whether their usage was differentiated. Campbell and 
Edwards (1966, p 0193) state that the mounting and uses of 
the two were similar. Stirling (1896, p.95) records that 
the implements were used in the same way and that because 
of its weight and solidity, the adze-stone mounted on the 
spear-thrower had an advantage over the adze which was the 
lighter instrument. Thomson (1964, p.4l8 ) observes that 
the adze-stone mounted on the spear-thrower was the only 
hafted cutting implement possessed by the Bindubi and 
while it functioned as a graving tool, a spoke-shave and a 
hafted cutting tool, it was primarily a maintenance 
implement used in repairing, rather than making implements. 
Speaking generally of the adze-stones Mulvaney (1961 , p.84) 
says of both the forms; mounted on a shaft and on a spear- 
thrower, that they were used for a variety of rough 
shaping and hollowing tasks and also in delicate shaping,
58
fluting and engraving. Two types of hafted stone axes 
were also recorded in the area. The first of these, the 
ground axe, was evidently not widely in use because 
Stirling (I896, p.98) states that none were seen by him in 
the Alice Springs area and cites Gillen as his authority 
for affirming their presence in the area. Spencer and 
Gillen (1938, p.588) also claim that ground edge axes were 
rare in Central Australia. The other axe consisted of a 
trigonal flake of quartzite hafted with a strap of wood or 
inserted into a split in the end of a stick and secured in 
position with resin. According to Spencer and Gillen 
(1938, P.592) these were used only in fighting at close 
quarters and were manufactured by the Waramanga and 
Bin-gongina and traded into other areas. Surprisingly 
enough, the stone implements most frequently used in 
chopping and cutting were merely undressed stones. 
Mountford (1944, p.312) records that the Bidjandjadjara 
tribe in the Mann Ranges collected stones from the 
surrounding hills and tried the natural cutting edges to 
find the most suitable ones. Similar instances were 
recorded by Thomson (1964, p.4ll) and Spencer and Gillen 
(1938, P.594), but in each case the stone was dressed to 
provide a better cutting edge. The natives described by 
Mountford attempted to obtain a better cutting edge by 
breaking the stone, but all these attempts proved 
ineffective and the stones were discarded.
Resin collected from the spinifex and the sinews of 
emus and kangaroos were used in manufacturing implements. 
Among the Bindubi the latter were particularly valued 
because of the scarcity of this game in the area (Thomson
1962, p.13).
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No clothing of any significance was recorded in the 
area„ The men wore fibre or fur-string belts in which 
weapons and game were carried, Spencer and Gillen (1927? 
p.24) record that fur-string aprons were worn by the 
women north of the MacDonnell Ranges. Bark sandals were 
recorded by Wells (1899? p.169) and Thomson (1962 , p.266, 
i960). These were made of the bast fibre of Crotalaria 
cunninghamii and were worn by the natives coming onto the 
gibber plains and rock areas from the sand dune country. 
This distinguishes them from the ceremonial blood and emu- 
feather sandals of the Aranda.
The most commonly encountered shelter type consisted 
of a circular framework of saplings meeting at an apex. 
Minor variations in thatching materials were encountered, 
but these were related to the availability of certain 
materials and climatic conditions. The major differences 
appear to have been between some desert groups, such as 
the Bindubi and the people living closer to the ranges. 
Thomson (1962, pp.ll, 155) describes the huts of the 
former as consisting of low, sparse, brush walls arranged 
in a crescent shape and covered with uprooted spinifex 
clumps, The leeward side was scooped out to form 
depressions to accommodate the sleepers and fires were 
often lit on the intervening ridges, Slightly more 
permanent huts were encountered in some areas, and 
Thomson (1962, p.ll) interprets these as being base camps 
from which foraging journeys were made into the dunes. 
Similar shelters to those built by the Bindubi were 
described by Basedow (1904, p.29) as being temporary 
shelters built by the range tribes when travelling. As 
well as the previously described shelters, the Bindubi
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built platforms of mulga branches to provide shade and 
racks for personal possessions,,
In contrast to the relative paucity of the hunting 
weapons and utensils, the Aborigines possessed many 
artefacts which played no part in their every-day economic 
life. The men possessed spears, shields, clubs, axes, 
stone knives and boomerangs which were used only in 
fighting, The elaborate costumes and ceremonial artefacts 
all comprised part of their material culture, but played 
no part in their economic life, Some were manufactured 
and used only for the duration of the ceremonies, but 
others were carefully stored for subsequent occasions. 
While clothing in a utilitarian sense was absent, the men 
wore head bands ornamented with feathers, nose bones and 
sticks, hair pins and pubic tassels, and the women wore 
necklaces of fur-string coated with grease and ochre, 
strings of beans and forehead ornaments of kangaroo 
incisors.
The material dealt with in this section permits only 
tentative conclusions to be drawn. To a certain extent 
the differences in environment of the range and spinifex 
areas affected the food supply, activities and material 
culture of the people. Organised drives for large game 
were not recorded among the Bindubi, whose main flesh food 
consisted of small game and lizards. One cannot 
reasonably conclude from this that the Bindubi had no 
knowledge of these methods, and that they were invented by 
the groups who used them. It is highly probable that the 
knowledge of the use of such methods was general and that 
the decision to employ them and the precise form the 
activity took, depended on the nature of the game hunted,
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the terrain over which the animal ranged, and on the 
number of people who could be employed in the operation. 
Variations in both the design and raw materials used in 
artefacts were observed in the areaD It is very difficult 
to relate the former to specific purposes because most of 
the observers describe only their formal characteristics 
without giving due attention to their uses. It is highly 
probable that most of the differences in design of one 
implement type were related to cultural factors and from 
the diffusion of new designs from outside areas by trade, 
rather than from any desire to improve the particular 
facets of a weapon’s behaviour in a purely local context. 
This is particularly clearly seen in the design 
variations of the spear-thrower» The broad, leaf-shaped 
spear-thrower was very widely encountered throughout a 
large part of Australia, but in the northern parts of the 
study area two other designs were also manufactured, 
neither of which had the secondary uses of the former. 
These factors militate against a completely functionalist 
approach to material culture. While the utilitarian 
aspects of particular weapons might be cited as Indicating 
adaptations to the harsh conditions and enforced mobility 
of the people, this cannot be demonstrated for all 
instances. Large sectors of the material culture play no 
part in the everyday economic life of the Aborigines, even 
in the desert areas where one would expect with the highly 
mobile nature of their activities, that multiple uses of 
implements would be very important.
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(ill) POPULATION TOTALS AND DENSITIES IN CENTRAL 
AUSTRALIA
The references to the Aboriginal population in 
central Australia fall into three categories, The first 
includes the descriptions of the economic or food­
gathering units. The second contains the references to 
the larger ceremonial gatherings, and the final category 
includes the estimates of the population of tribes as a 
whole. Under normal conditions the most common economic 
group was the family;: the man, his wife or wives, their
children, and perhaps an aged parent. In better seasons 
several of these groups linked up and foraged together, 
Sweeney (19^7? p.297) considers that ten natives would 
have constituted a large hunting party among the Waljbiri, 
Forty-two was the largest group of Bindubi seen by Thomson 
(1962, pp.154, 269)0 He makes no reference to its being a 
ceremonial gathering. It could have been due to the 
novelty and attraction of aliens (Thomson and his party) 
in the area, At Kimai the horde consisted of 15 or l6 
people, Meggitt (1962 , p,5l) states that the membership 
of these larger economic groups was recruited on several 
different bases and depended on kinship and kinship 
obligations, family quarrels and reconciliations, and 
personal friendships.
The larger ceremonial gatherings are not well 
documented, Tindale and Hackett (1933? p,102) record 
meeting a gathering of 240 Bidjandjadjara at Erldunda who 
were moving eastward to join in ceremonial activities. 
Meggitt (1962, pp»49, 244) states that in a good season
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when water and food were plentiful the whole community 
might be able to gather at the billabongs (presumably on 
the Lander River or Hanson Creek) and perform ceremonies and 
engage in large scale organised hunting and foraging«,
During this season the membership of the group may have 
remained relatively static, moving en masse from billabong 
to billabong as different crops came into bearing and as 
the game moved away from the more densely populated areas.
As food became more scarce the community broke up into 
progressively smaller groups, and with the onset of the 
bad season the basic food gathering unit was once more the 
family. It is highly probable that, in most areas, the 
community might come together only in exceptionally good 
seasons, and then only for short periods.
Estimates of total tribal populations are almost non- 
existant. Meggitt (1962, p,32) estimates that the pre- 
Euorpean total of the Waljbiri might have been 1,000 people 
and not more than 1,200, This figure gives an average 
density of one person per 35 square miles. He also 
estimates the Aranda population as being around 2,000 
people and occupying approximately 25*000 square miles.
This gives an average density of one person per 12.5 square 
miles. This latter figure is perhaps too high if one is 
willing to accept Radcliffe Brown's (1930, p.696) estimate 
of 300,000 for the total aboriginal population of 
Australia before European contact. This estimate gives 
the density of population for the whole continent as being 
one person to 12 square miles (Radcliffe Brown 1930, p.696).
1
Meggitt uses the term community to designate the four 
major divisions of the Waljbiri tribe into the Ngalia, 
Wulmala, Waneiga and Yalpari groups.
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On the other hand Radcliffe Brown ( 1 9 3 0 , p.696) states 
that 'even in fairly arid regions there was a density of 
one person to ten square miles'.
In some respects such density figures are not 
revealing. The localised nature of water in many areas 
tended to concentrate game, some plant foods, and hence 
economic activities around the more permanent water 
supplies. The remainder of the tribal area might be 
hunted over only for short periods when the availability 
of surface water permitted greater mobility. Thus, 
effectively, the population might depend on an area far 
smaller than its recognised tribal area. The Berndts 
(1942, p.327) state that tribal boundaries meant little to 
the people in the spinifex country around Ooldea, and 
while certain groups were associated with particular areas 
after heavy rains the people went hunting and travelled 
down the long water-hole routes, engaging in ceremonial 
activities, trade and social intercourse with other groups 
Meggitt (1962, p .4 8 ) records that while many of the older 
Waljbiri had no difficulty in defining their countries 
(the area occupied by each of the four communities) fairly 
precisely and less precisely the boundaries of the other 
countries, the Waljbiri would in times of extreme hardship 
move from their own tribal territories into that of tribes 
to whom they were friendly disposed. Thus, as Stanner 
(1965, p.ll) says, the tribal areas were not, as a general 
rule exactly demarcated and adhered to with 'a "keep out" 
or "trespassers will be prosecuted" mentality', and for a 
decade or more a group might be forced to range over a far 
wider area than its traditionally recognised country 
(Stanner, 1965? p .2 ). These factors make it difficult to 
assess the meaning of population densities.
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CHAPTER k
THE RIVERINE TRIBES OF SOUTHEASTERN AUSTRALIA
It is not possible to define riverine groups with the 
same precision with which coastal groups may be defined. 
While it is easy to distinguish between coastal and inland 
tribes 9 most groups living around the periphery of the 
continent at least, lived in areas where permanent and 
semi-permanent water courses provided a certain amount of 
aquatic food. However, the importance of this food, and 
the degree to which it was exploited, varied considerably. 
Riverine groups can only be defined as those groups who 
spent at least some seasons of the year in continuous 
settlement on the rivers, and whose economy at this time 
showed some specialisation in the collection of riverine 
foods. Several areas in Australia provide conditions 
amenable to the development of such economies, of which 
the Murray-Darling region is undoubtedly the best known.
(I) THE HABITAT OF THE RIVERINE TRIBES
The major rivers flowing through the area are the 
Darling, Lachlan, Murrumbidgee and Murray Rivers and their 
tributaries. They rise in the well-watered Eastern 
Highlands, and flow across areas of decreasing rainfall.
In the east, Albury receives an average annual rainfall of 
27.66 inches, while Balranald, to the west, receives an 
average annual total of 11.53 inches. In this respect the
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river flow over much of the area is not a reflection of 
local conditions, but rather reflects the conditions in 
the catchment areas to the east. If the Water Balance 
method (Thornthwaite and Mather 1955? 1957) is used to 
calculate the average monthly runoff for stations in the 
area, the following stations have no runoff at any month 
of the year; Leeton, Hay, Wentworth, Wilcannia and Swan 
Hill, while Albury has runoff for about five months of the 
year. This picture is somewhat distorted because of the 
fact that average values are used and no account is taken 
of the intensity of the rainfall. Russell’s (l899> P»58) 
observations show this very well. In one instance between 
ten and eleven inches of rain fell on the country around 
Wilcannia and sufficient water ran off to raise the level 
of the river to a maximum of 28 feet above summer level, 
and the river did not subside to its old level for 35 days. 
However, the major, seasonal fluctuations in river level 
are due to outside factors. It is impossible to quantify, 
or even indicate the true nature of these changes because 
dams and weirs have been constructed to regularise the 
river flow, and the flow values recorded at the gauging 
stations refer to this, and not the natural situation.
One has to rely on the more subjective reports of early 
observers. Pollitzer, quoted by Tate ( 1883-^ , p.27)9 
states that the Murray reaches its maximum volume in the 
summer months of December and January when its flow is 
supplemented by snow-melt. The ’freshes' on the Darling 
result from tropical rains falling on the northern sectors 
of the catchment during December. Despite the regulation 
of flow by dams there have been several instances where 
the Darling and Lachlan Rivers, together with the 
distributaries of the Murrumbidgee and Murray, have ceased
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to flow for periods of a month or more (Water Conservation 
and Irrigation Commission 19565 Vols I, II) . Another 
factor which should not be ignored is the changing 
salinity of the rivers, When Sturt ( 1833 , I, p.87) reached 
the Darling at New Ye a r ’s Creek on February 4th 1829 it 
was so salty that it could not be drunk and the 
surrounding native camps were deserted.
The nature of the rivers and the effect of the 
seasonal floods depends largely on the area through which 
the rivers flow. The area under study has been divided 
into three physiographic provinces (Dept. Nat. Devel. 1947» 
p.2l). The first of these if bounded in the east by the 
Eastern Highlands and in the west by the Mall.ee plains 
(Map 9)* The area consists of a lowland region of uniform 
topography. The area north of the Murray slopes to the 
west with a gradient ranging from four feet per mile in 
the east to less than one foot per mile in the west.
South of the Murray the land surface slopes gently to the 
north. Butler (1950» P*233) describes the relief of the
plain as being subdued and consisting of low, winding 
ridges, ’high plains', ’low plains’ (Butler’s terminology), 
depressions, swamps and scattered sand dunes. The river 
pattern is characterised by a maze of wandering courses, 
branching into distributaries and anabranches; in some 
cases connecting the major rivers in the area. In the 
higher sections of the plain the rivers flow in incised 
flood plains 15 to 25 feet below the level of the plain,
In the lower sections of their courses the rivers have no 
flood plains and flow in narrow winding defiles 10 to 20 
feet below the level of the plain. During flood times the 
rising river waters fill the distributaries and billabongs,
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Map 9. Area D - Locality map. (Mallee areas after Atlas of Australian 
Resources)
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often overflowing- the banks and flooding large areas of 
land. The water may lie for weeks or months before 
draining back into the streams as the river levels 
subside. The Lowbidgee area at the junction of the 
Lachlan and Murrumbidgee Rivers is the area where 
widespread flooding is most common. The annual nature of 
this flooding meant that its occurrence had an important 
part in the seasonal activities of the Aborigines,
The Mallee area extends westwards to below Mildura 
and consists of a flat to gently undulating surface of 
broad ridges as well as extensive areas of sand dunes.
With the exception of the main rivers, which rise outside 
the area, it is distinguished by an absence of flowing 
streams. The rivers rising in the Grampians fail to 
penetrate the Mallee and reach the Murray. Drainage is 
into depressions which receive water only after floods and 
give rise to ephemeral lakes and swamps. The water in 
these is lost by evaporation and downward percolation.
The third section concerns only the Murray Valley. 
From Mildura to Overland Corner the valley averages six 
miles in width. Downstream from Overland Corner the river 
flows through a low gorge about a mile wide and in many 
places is bordered by swamps.
Vegetation
A considerable amount of detailed work has been done 
on the vegetation and land types of small areas, but the 
broad characteristics of the vegetation associations will 
suffice here, Rainfall is highest in the east along the 
slopes of the dividing range and decreases. Albury 
receives an average annual rainfall of 27»66 inches, at
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Swan Hill it diminishes to 13 »09 inches and to 9*71 inches 
at Merbein, The vegetation formations change from dry 
sclerophyll forests in the eastern foothills through 
various woodland formations to grassland and shrub steppe. 
Fringing zones of River Red Gum (Eucalyptus rostrata) 
occur along the rivers, accompanied by parallel zones of 
Black Box (Eucalyptus bicolor) and Lignum (Meuhlenbeckia 
cunninghamii)„ On the levees, higher prior-stream beds, 
the source bordering dunes and the scattered sand ridges, 
Cypress Pine (Callitris hugelii) is the dominant species. 
Mallee species (Eucalyptus spp,) dominate the area to the 
north-west where calcareous soils occur. The most 
important characteristic of all these woodland and forest 
communities is that they exhibit few shrubs and poor 
ground flora, a factor which must have considerable effect 
on the amount of vegetable food available to the Aborigines. 
The grassland areas, bordering the Murrumbidgee in the 
Deniliquin, Jerilderie area, are characterised by 
extensive areas of treeless plains and scattered clumps of 
Black Box, Grey Box and Buloke (Casuarina luehmannii). 
Langford Smith (i960, p.368) claims that, despite its 
desolate appearance, this area provides some of Australia's 
best natural pasture. One assumes that the carrying 
capacity of this area, in terms of indigenous grazing 
animals would also have been high. The steppe areas 
consist of saltbush (Atriplex spp.) and bluebush (Kochia 
spp. ) associations which take the form of low scrub three 
to four feet high.
While rainfall is an obvious factor in determining 
the vegetation association in any one area, its seasonal 
pattern and availability throughout the year also has a
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very marked effect on the patterns of growth within each 
association. This is particularly important in reference 
to the presence of annual and ephemeral edible plants. 
Smith, Herriot and Johnston ( 19^+3 > p„10) calculated that 
the average growing period at Wakool extended from April 
to September, but this would be prolonged in abnormally 
wet years, while in a drought year conditions might not be 
conducive to plant growth during any portion of the year.
Most of the literature available refers to the tribes 
living in the first physiographic province between the 
Eastern Highlands and the Mallee (Map 9)* There appear to 
have been no great barriers to movement. No great 
mountain ranges separate the major rivers in the area, and 
for this reason it is perhaps unreasonable to expect 
highly distinctive and localised economies, like some of 
the coastal examples to develop. However, it is evident 
that the way of life of some groups in the area differed 
from that of those on the headwaters and also from the 
currently accepted view of the 'normal* inland economy. 
This difference stems from the groups activities in 
exploiting the rich resources of fish and other aquatic 
life in their area. It appears that small groups lived in 
this manner throughout the year, but during certain 
seasons much larger groupings of people gathered on the 
rivers and lived on the foods gained from them. In this, 
the activities of the people, their movements and the 
hunting methods they employed showed a seasonal rhythm in 
step with the seasonal variations in river flow.
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( 11 ) THE ECONOMIC LIFE OF THE RIVERINE TRIBES OF 
SOUTHEASTERN AUSTRALIA
The entire length of the rivers in this region 
(Map 9) was not populated by groups whose economies 
conformed with the definition given at the beginning of 
this chapter o Sturt's ( 1.833 , II) observations made during 
his journey down the Murrumbidgee and Murray Rivers during 
January and February I8 3 O show that the population was not 
uniformly dense along the river and, because of the short 
time span involved, these differences can hardly be 
attributed to seasonal factors. Sturt (1833, I I , p.39) 
marvelled at the sparseness of the population of the 
country as far downstream as Hamilton's Plains (Narrandera) 
despite the fineness of the country and the nobility of 
the river. He did not see more than 50 Aborigines along 
180 miles of river (1833j II, p„30)° But between the 
Lachlan junction and the confluence of the Murrumbidgee 
and Murray he saw a camp consisting of not less than 120 
people (1 8 3 3 , I I 9 p.8l) and the country became more 
populous past the junction of the Murray and the Darling 
(Sturt 1833, II, p.124). Other authors record similarly 
large gatherings on the lower reaches of the rivers. Eyre 
(1843, II, p.2 5 2 ) reports a group of 600 at Lake Victoria 
and Mitchell (1 8 3 8 , II, p.3 6 ) a group of about 100 at 
Regent's Lake on the Lachlan. While one must be prepared 
to accept Eyre's (1843 , II, p.218) statement that the 
numbers in any one area varied with the season, and that 
tribes from surrounding areas occasionally visited the 
river, this cannot explain the differences in density seen 
by Sturt during the one season. It might be argued that 
large number of Aborigines did in fact live on the upper 
reaches of the rivers, but were hidden at the time of
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Sturt's visit. There is no evidence to support this. The 
available information suggests that the lower reaches of 
the rivers were more densely populated than the upper 
parts, and by people whose economic activities were more 
readily observed by the explorers travelling along the 
rivers.
The emphasis of the aboriginal economy in exploiting 
the food supplied by the rivers was immediately evident to 
the explorers. After seeing the natives on the Darling, 
Mitchell (1838, I, p.268) writes 1»..these tribes 
inhabiting the banks of the Darling may be considered 
Ichthyophagi, in the strictest sense,..„.' Elsewhere he 
notes (1838, I, P.307) that these tribes were less nomadic 
than the tribes dependent upon hunting kangaroos and 
possums. Sturt (1833? I, p.106) is less extreme in his 
statements, and says of the tribes on the Darling:
'...their chief food is fish, of which they have great 
supplies in the river; still they have their seasons for 
hunting their emus and kangaroos'. He also makes the 
interesting observation (1833, II, p.ll4) that owing to 
the indifference of the natives to fish, they seldom ate 
it when other food could be procured. This is neither 
supported, nor discredited, by the observations of other 
writers.
These statements in substance with the observations 
of writers having prolonged contact with the Aborigines in 
the area. Beveridge (1883, p.36) states that the tribes 
living on the lower reaches of the Darling, Lachlan, 
Murrumbidgee and Murray Rivers lived principally on fish, 
and had a super-abundance of this food for eight months of 
the year. Eyre (18459 I I , p„250) stresses the seasonal
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variation in the diet of the Aborigines on the lower 
Murray and gives no assessment of the importance of marine 
foods in their diet, but cites instances (1843, II, 
p p .232-3, 288) where large groups came together and
procured large quantities of fish, shellfish, crayfish and 
waterfowl. In reference to the often quoted fish traps at 
Brewarrina, Mathews (1903, p.132) states that the members 
of the Ngjamba tribe always mustered there in considerable 
numbers during the fishing season, or at times when fish 
were expected to be plentiful. The same people did not 
remain there all the time and only a few straggling 
members of the tribe remained about the fishing grounds 
throughout the year. In connection with this last point 
the reports of the explorers are particularly valuable 
because they show that the methods used in fishing changed 
with the season and the condition of the river, and the 
efficiency of each method, in relation to the amount of 
food available, presumably determined the population which 
could be supported at any one instance.
Despite the prominence given to river foods in the 
literature, both Eyre and Beveridge give lengthy accounts 
of the methods used in hunting such land animals as 
kangaroos, wallabies, possums, flying squirrels, koalas, 
emus and brolgas, as well as lists of the vegetable foods 
collected, but neither attempts to estimate the relative 
importance of the various food sources. To this end the 
reports of archaeological excavations provide illuminating 
but meagre information. The upper layer of Hale and 
Tindale1s excavations at Devon Downs and Tartanga revealed 
(Hale and Tindale 1930, P-177) dense hearths of Unio 
(mussel) shells, remains of other molluscs, crayfish, fish,
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tortoises, snakes, lizards and such animals as bandicoots, 
possums, wallabies, kangaroos, wombats, native rats and 
dingoes, but little clear-cut evidence of diet 
specialisation. Mulvaney's excavations at Fromm's Landing 
(i960, 1964) revealed a similar range of faunal remains 
with a few additions. While it is not possible to draw 
detailed conclusions about the relative importance of 
marine and terrestrial foods in the diet of the people who 
occupied the area, both Hale and Tindale's and Mulvaney's 
excavations do show that even when camped directly on the 
river, some members of the camp hunted land animals and 
brought the carcasses back to the camp, thus showing that 
the economy was not orientated exclusively towards the 
collection of riverine foods when camps were made on the 
rivers, and conversely, that the hunting of land animals 
did not necessarily lead to a movement of the camp as a 
body away from the river.
It is reasonably clear from the various sources that 
the nature of settlement and the economy of the Aborigines 
living on the lower reaches of the rivers differed both 
from that in the surrounding areas and from that in the 
higher parts of the catchment. During certain seasons 
fish, shellfish, and waterfowl formed a large part of the 
flesh diet and during which period large groups could come 
together and live off a relatively small area. At other 
seasons the numbers living on the rivers were greatly 
reduced. At these times aquatic foods were still 
collected, but the fishing methods used changed 
considerably. It is also highly probable that the hunting 
of land animals became more important during this period. 
This did not necessarily mean a movement away from the 
rivers. The food-gathering activities of the remaining
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groups became more diversified. The rather meagre 
information available suggests that this seasonal pattern 
in the economic life of the Aborigines was directly 
related to the seasonal fluctuations in river flow.
The activities of the Aborigines show the widely 
encountered division of labour based on sex. Tables 3? ^ 
and 6 show that the women were mainly concerned with 
collecting shellfish, crayfish, shrimps, young fish fry, 
frogs, insects, small land game and vegetable foods, 
while the men concentrated on the larger fish and game, 
using a considerably greater range of implements and 
techniques, With the change in technology attendant upon 
European contact and the introduction of european fish 
hooks this pattern was slightly modified. Krefft (1862-5? 
p.368) observes that the women at Yelta on the Murray were 
very expert with the hook and line and this situation 
reflects the position on the southeastern coast where fish 
hooks were in use when the Europeans arrived.
Fishing Methods
If the literature reflects the true situation it 
would appear that fish and fishing were pre-eminent in the 
diet and activities of at least some of the people. The 
most common fish caught in the area included Murray Cod, 
Yellow-bellied Perch (Wyndham I89O , p.1,13). There were 
probably minor differences in the hunting techniques used 
in catching the different species, but the major variations 
were related to differences in river conditions. This 
relationship is evident in the material summarised in 
Table 3.
76
The fishing methods employed by the Aborigines fall 
into two main groups, the joint activities involving the 
co-operation of more than one individual, and the 
individual pursuits. Table 3 shows that the former were 
more commonly employed in the seasons when the annual 
flooding of the rivers occurred; when the swamps and river 
flats were inundated and the billabongs filled. This 
period coincided with the time when large gatherings were 
seen in the area. Large groups of people were employed in 
netting fish and crayfish, spearing fish and, as the 
rivers began to subside, building fish weirs across 
outlet channels to trap the fish returning from the swamps 
to the main stream.
Once the river level had dropped and the waters were 
confined once more to their normal channels, the whole 
pattern of activities changed. Nowhere is there any 
evidence of the large gatherings described previously. 
Group activities were now confined to underwater drives 
for fish in the broader reaches of the rivers using short, 
stout spears. The women used moveable bough and grass 
weirs to scour the remaining shallow pools. As the river 
flow dwindled and the fish became concentrated in smaller 
and smaller pools, fish-poisoning could be effectively 
employed. With the rising of the river in early spring 
the cycle began again.
These examples show that the fishing methods employed 
were not a matter of random choice, but were part of an 
annual cycle related to the seasonal fluctuations in river 
level and flow. The differences in the productivity of 
the methods and seasonal variations in the amount of 
marine food available meant that the population dependent 
upon these methods and foods showed similar fluctuations.
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Unlike the methods employed, the material culture 
shows no such close relationship with the environment.
None of the equipment used in fishing is unique to the 
area, or even to riverine environments generally. The 
greatest differences relate to the emphasis placed on 
certain sectors of the technology and the extent to which 
particular techniques were employed.
While the actual techniques employed in preparing 
twine and manufacturing nets do not appear to have 
differed greatly from those used in other areas where nets 
were made, the emphasis placed on net-fishing and the 
variety of the techniques employed lent a certain amount 
of distinctiveness to the fishing economy of the area.
Nets were known to the natives in both the coastal areas 
studied, but they did not employ nets in fishing at Sydney 
and the Cape York groups used framed nets but not seines 
and gill nets. Both seines and gill nets have been 
recorded in other areas.
Fish weirs and stone fish traps have been recorded in 
use in widely separated areas of both coastal and inland 
Australia, the examples in this area show how the choice 
of either was an adaptation to the local situation. Fish 
weirs appear to have been used where the rising flood- 
waters flowed through breaks in the levee banks to form 
pools behind them, and then flowed back into the river as 
the water level began to drop again. The stone fish 
traps have been recorded across the mainstream only, and 
relied upon the fish becoming entrapped in the maze of 
enclosures as they swam upstream with the spring freshes 
on the river. Mitchell’s (1838, II, p.153) observations 
suggest that in building the brush weirs the natives
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anticipated the rise in river level and the trap was 
designed to catch the fish as they moved from the main 
river into the distributary, as well as the opposite when 
the river level began to fall. The latter period was 
probably more productive and supported a greater number of 
people„
Apart from the use of local materials, the design and 
use of the pronged fish-spear differed in no way from that 
in other areas, It would perhaps be more useful to 
consider the frequency with which it was used than its 
formal characteristics« These spears appear to have been 
used mainly during the time when the reed-beds were filled 
with water and therefore were probably not as important to 
these people throughout the year. The spear was also used 
to pole and paddle the canoes.
The question of the use of fish hooks in the area 
raises some problems. None of the explorers observed them 
in use and most of the early settlers state emphatically 
that they were not in use when the Europeans arrived.
Later references to line fishing probably refer to the use 
of European hooks. However, two references to native-made 
fish hooks do occur in the literature, The first of these 
is particularly problematical because it comes from 
Kirby's writings and Kirby lived with Beveridge at Swan 
Hill. Beveridge makes no reference to the use of native 
fish hooks in the area even though he gives detailed 
descriptions of other fishing methods.
Canoes appear to have been used mainly in fishing, 
hunting waterfowl and collecting eggs in the reedswamps, 
During flood time they provided an important means of 
transport.
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Hunting Methods
The discussion so far has tended to emphasise the 
importance of riverine foods, but if Mathew's (1903j p .153) 
and Sturt's (1833» I I , p.ll4) reports are correct, 
probably only a small proportion of the total population 
hunted and collected these foods throughout the year, The 
congregations of the swamps and rivers were probably 
important events in the annual cycle of activities of most 
groups in the area, but for the greater part of the year 
their activities would have been concerned with hunting 
land animals in the hinterland. The faunal remains from 
Mulvaney's excavations at Fromm's Landing (i960, pp,61-73) 
suggest that land animals were hunted even while groups 
were camped directly on the rivers.
The descriptions of the methods used in hunting land 
animals (summarised in Table 4) show that several factors 
influenced the choice of methods used. The size and 
habits of the animals affected the way in which they could 
be approached, and most techniques were modified to some 
extent to capitalise on the peculiar habits of different 
animals. At another level, the number of people 
available to take part in any hunt also affected the way 
in which the pursuit could be carried out. This applies 
particularly to the hunting of kangaroos, wallabies and 
emus, where organised drives for game were carried out.
No adequate description of hunting methods in their 
seasonal context exists in the literature on the areas.
If large congregations of people were possible only when 
the rivers were flooded and marine food plentiful, it 
would appear that large scale drives for game could only 
be organised during the spring-summer period, or within a
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limited radius of the major rivers at other times of the 
year« However, Eyre (1865? II , p.277) states that the use 
of nets in conjunction with drives reduced the number of 
people necessary, while still achieving much the same 
results» There is no evidence to suggest that this latter 
method was employed only when insufficient numbers were 
available to conduct large scale drives. The use of fire 
was recorded by Eyre (1845? II? p.278), but whether this 
was widely used is not clear« Newlands (1920-1 , p.4) 
states that the Wombungee, a section of the W ongaibon on 
the Upper Darling, were careful not to burn the country, 
and that the area showed little evidence of previous 
bushfires.
The fluctuations in river level affected not only the 
fishing activities of the Aborigines, for this seasonal 
pattern was reflected in the breeding seasons and 
migrations of the waterfowl» The different methods 
recorded in Table 4 probably reflect this, but the extant 
information does not permit each activity to be placed in 
its correct seasonal or environmental context. Individual 
hunting methods, such as netting ducks on the wing 
illustrate how well, the Aborigines understood the 
movements of the ducks, and how close observation of their 
habits enabled them to enhance the success of the catch by 
capitalising on the instinctive response of the flying duck 
to a whirling piece of bark thrown to simulate the flight 
of a hawk. The richness of the habitat of this area, and 
its potential for the exploitation of waterfowl possibly 
meant that these methods were used more frequently than in 
some other areas of Australia.
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Most of the remaining hunting methods listed in Table 
k concerned only the individual, or small groups of 
hunters. Whether this meant that their activities were 
less seasonally restricted, than those of the larger 
groups might have been, cannot be assessed,
Insect Foods
Table 5 lists the references to the insects eaten,
It is probably an incomplete picture, but, on the other 
hand, it is not at all clear how important this source of 
food was, The much quoted example of the bogong moths has 
been ignored because of the failure of the observers to 
specify which tribes were concerned, Bennett (183^? p.27^0 
visited the 'Bugong Mountains' (near Tumut) and observed 
that the natives at Jugiong (near Yass) knew of the 
presence of these insects, but did not travel to the areas 
where they were available even though it was the correct 
season, Eyre (1845} II, p,253) describes these moths as 
the favourite food of the natives in certain localities in 
the eastern portion of the continent. The area where he 
describes the eating of 'Bougon' moths in his 
Autobiographical. Narrative (l832~9s I, p.55) was the 
Tinderry Range south of Canberra, and it is to this area 
that the above comments probably refer, Andrews (1920, 
p.4o) states that the Aborigines met around Albury to 
gather bogong moths. It is clear that the natives on the 
lower portions of the rivers were not concerned with this 
food source.
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Vegetable Foods
All the references encountered by the writer to the 
vegetable foods eaten by Aborigines are collected together 
and classified in Table 6. As sources of food the examples 
fall into two groups with rather indeterminate boundaries. 
The first includes those foods which were eaten mainly for 
enjoyment and variety and were not eaten in quantity over 
an extended period of time. The exudations, particularly 
manna and the Myoporum exudations, and possibly some of 
the fruits and stems would fall into this first category. 
The seed of the Nardoo would probably be included here if 
Newland's (1920-1, p.l4) statement that it was used only 
as an emergency food is correct. The roots and seeds made 
up the bulk of the second sector.
Little information is available on the seasonal 
availability of the various types of plant foods, but 
certain inferences can be drawn from the information 
available. The growth of the aquatic plants, including 
bulrushes, flags and reeds was closely connected with the 
flooding of the swamps. Thus these foods were probably 
not available in any quantities until some time in spring 
and continued into early autumn. Bennett (1834, p.183) 
records that the root of the bulrush 1cormiork' was eaten 
in spring. Krefft (1862-5? P°36l) considered that the 
Typha 'wongal1 was eaten most extensively during January 
and February. At least some of this type of food was 
available after the floods had receded because Eyre (1845? 
II, p.269) notes that the root of the Cooper’s Reed was 
considered at its best when the plants had died and the 
tops decayed.
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Another factor which would have affected the 
availability of plant foods was the fact that the lack of 
rainfall induced a marked growing season which lasted, on 
average, from April to September. This may have had 
considerable effect on the collection of leaves, stems and 
fruit, particularly in areas away from the rivers. It 
seems that seed foods became available at the end of this 
period and continued through the summer. Parker’s (I.903 , 
p.1.18) observations suggest that grass seeds were more 
important than the bulbs previously described in the diet 
of the Aborigines living away from the swamps.
In reference to the preparation of plant foods, seed 
were ground, made into dough and baked. Most of the 
leaves and fruits were eaten raw while the rootstocks were 
invariably roasted. Nowhere is there any evidence of the 
widespread use of such elaborate preparations to rid foods 
of toxic and unpleasant elements as were noted in Northern 
Australia. Eyre (1843, II, p.27l) states that ’netting’ 
was baked to remove the bitter taste and the growing tops 
of a kind of cress were steamed before being eaten (1843, 
II, P.234). Whether the roasting of rootstocks was 
intended to achieve the same end is not known, but the 
above examples suggest that the basic knowledge of some 
preparation methods did exist in the area.
Water
Certain plants were utilised as a means of obtaining 
water. Several types are listed in Table 6, but the 
Mallee is the most frequently quoted example. This means 
of obtaining water was probably more important in the 
Mallee areas where no flowing rivers persisted for any
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length of time and surface waters rapidly disappeared. In 
the area between the Lachlan and Darling Rivers Bennett 
(1883, p,2l4) claims that the Aborigines depended upon 
this source of water for four or five months every year.
In other parts of this region wells were dug to ensure a 
supply of water.
Material Culture
Spears were the most widely used implement in hunting 
land animals, No spear was used exclusively for one type 
of game, although the smaller and lighter reed-spear 
(kiko) was used for spearing birds and other small game.
The design of the butt end of the spears used with a spear- 
thrower differed from the others in that they were not 
tapered, The barbs used were of quartz or flint cemented 
to the shaft, or a single piece of bone lashed to the 
point of the spear with kangaroo sinews, or the barbs were 
cut into the shaft, Eyre (1.845, II, p.308) describes four 
different spear-throwers but is not explicit as to which 
one comes from the Moorunde area. The other weapon which 
appears to have been widely used in hunting is the wooden 
club, or 1Bwirri1, which was thrown at the game. There is 
no definite record of the boomerang being used in hunting, 
although Eyre (18439 II, p.308) cites it as being used in 
hunting and warfare. He makes no reference to the use of 
boomerangs in his earlier detailed descriptions of hunting 
methods.
The nets used in hunting differe from those used in 
fishing only in their overall size and the size of the 
mesh. The game hunted determined the size of the net used. 
Eyre (1845s I I , p.3I2) describes the normal kangaroo net
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as being up to I 30 feet long, five feet high and with a 
mesh of six inches. This net was also used to trap emus. 
The wallaby nets were smaller, being only 30 feet long and 
18 inches high. Several of these were set up at varying 
intervals in the one area,
The fish hook described by Kirby (N.D., p.34) 
consisted of two kangaroo eye-teeth lashed and cemented 
together to form a 'V'. The other reference to fish hooks 
comes from the Bourke area. Dunbar (1.943-4, p.176) 
describes hooks fashioned from small mulga forks or bent 
pieces of mulga. Whatever the accuracy of these 
observations, the only significant conclusion that can be 
drawn is that fish hooks were not widely in use, if at 
all. There is no record of the use, by the present day 
Aborigines, of the bone fish gorge or muduk described by 
Hale and Tindale in their report of the excavation at 
Devon Downs ( 1.930$ p,213.)° Mulvaney recovered several 
muduks from excavations at Fromm's Landing (i9 6 0 , p.7 6 ) 
and cites two references to the use of wooden fish gorges 
(i9 6 0 , P.77); one in Victoria and one on the Lower Murray,
The design of the canoes used in this area was 
perhaps the most rudimentary found in Australia. They 
consisted of a simple sheet of bark, usually of the River 
Red Gum (Eucalyptus rostrata), kept open by stretchers, 
and if necessary, stopped at each end with a ridge of clay 
or clay and grass. Several authors (Eyre 1845$ II, p.313? 
Krefft 1862-5? p.3 6 2 , Berndt 194-1, p.22, Dunbar 1943-4, 
P.174, Black 1947? P.351) refer to the use of heat and 
pressure in shaping the vessel. Both Krefft (1862-5? 
p.3 6 2 ) and Beveridge 1883? p.4o) state that particular 
shaped trees were chosen to lessen the necessity for this.
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Helm's (1895j p .401) description of the folding and 
pinning of the bows and stern can be ignored because this 
type of canoe was not recorded elsewhere, and more 
importantly 5 because his information was not gathered at 
first hand. Berndt (19^1, p.22) claims that the canoes 
could only be cut during the cold season, but this may not 
be of particular significance in the light of Beveridge's 
(1883, p.4o) claim that the canoes lasted for several years.
The digging stick appears to have been the principal 
implement used by the women collecting vegetable foods. 
Mitchell (1838, II, p.23) Eyre (1845, II, p.313) and 
Dunbar (l9^+3-^j p.172) describe a 'grub shovel' or small 
wooden spade used in digging up mallee-roots, grubs and 
ants. Massola (1959, p.290) shows that these implements 
were widely distributed in western New South Wales and 
northern Victoria. The utensils used in transporting and 
preparing food were somewhat more varied. Water was 
carried in bark troughs and skin water bags made from the 
skins of possums, wallabies, or young kangaroos turned 
inside out and the legs, tail and neck tied shut. Similar 
bags were also recorded by Parker (1905, p.18) and these 
were used to store grain. Baskets of various designs made 
from grass or rushes, net bags and coolamons were used in 
carrying food and other equipment. Beveridge (I883, p.50) 
describes the use of a wooden trough as a cooking 
receptacle, being placed on a bed of coals covered with a 
layer of cold ashes. Flints, mussel shells, kangaroo 
bones and split reeds were used in cutting and skinning 
foods. Slightly dished, stones were used for pounding 
roots and milling seed.
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Very few references to equipment used in technology 
are to be found® Most writers record the existence of 
ground stone axes and one has to assume that these were 
used in cutting and shaping® Boty Eyre (1845, II, p.308) 
and Berndt (194l, p.22) refer to the use of wooden and 
stone chisels as cutting tools® Berndt describes the use 
of a wooden chisel with a wooden or stone maul in cutting 
out a bark canoe. Eyre (1845, II, p.3l4) records the use 
of shell and flint scrapers in shaping spear points, but 
gives no description of any diagnostic value. The paucity 
of references to stone implements may in fact reflect the 
scarcity of stone in the area. Sturt (1833, I, p.138) 
states that in all the length of the Castlereagh he 
traversed, no stones or pebbles were seen in its bed. On 
the other hand Mulvaney (1964, p.492) concludes, after 
studying the artefacts excavated in a rock shelter at 
Fromm’s Landing that 'for a so-called stone age people, 
the Aborigines in recent centuries were extra-ordinarily 
averse to using stone'.
The fibulae of kangaroos and emus were used as knives 
for skinning and cutting and also awls and needles.
Kangaroo and wallaby sinews were used as lashings. Eyre 
(1845, II, P.310) describes the netting needle as being a 
little round piece of stick or reed about the size of a 
lead pencil around which the string was wound.
In contrast to the lack of variety in the weapons and 
utensils used directly in gaining a living, the manufacture 
for warfare, ceremonial, activities and ornamentation were 
far more varied. Eyre (1845, II, p»509.) lists three spear 
designs which he implies were used only in warfare. Other 
weapons include the boomerang, various different types of
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clubs sword-like weapons, wooden picks and shields, all 
used in close combat. The ceremonial objects are not well 
enumerated, Eyre (18459 I I , p.51l) describes the 
bullroarers ( 'Mooym ka r r ’) but was evidently not well 
acquainted with other ceremonial artefacts. Personal 
ornaments and clothing included fur cloaks of possum or 
kangaroo skin, fur-string aprons, net caps, head bands of 
possum string or feathers, necklaces of reeds cut into 
short lengths, dyed feathers and kangaroo teeth and dingo 
tails.
The unevenness in the distribution and detail of 
information makes it difficult to come to any definite 
conclusions on the relationship between the economy and 
the environment of the area, The available evidence 
suggests that the activities of the Aborigines on the 
lower reaches of the rivers differed considerably from 
that of those at the headwaters of the rivers and this 
could reasonably be attributed to the increasing richness 
of the riverine food sources. However, the literature 
also indicates that probably only small groups possessed 
and followed what might be called a ’riverine1economy 
throughout the year. Beveridge (1883, p.36) describes 
the activities of the natives around Swan Hill and these 
people appeared to live mainly on fish and other foods 
derived from the riverine environment. The larger groups 
described by Eyre (1845, II, p.250) and Matthews (I963, 
p.152) evidently did not live on the rivers throughout the 
year and during the remaining seasons probably possessed 
what might be called a ’normal’ inland economy. Thus it 
is probable that two types of economy existed in the area. 
The first involving a relatively small proportion of the 
total population, living a less nomadic life close to the
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rivers, and whose diet reflected this0 At the other 
extreme were the groups whose activities concentrated 
mainly on the exploitation of the hinterland, but who, at 
certain times of the year when fish and other marine foods 
were particularly abundant, gathered on the rivers and 
lived a life similar to that of the preceding group.
It is not possible to come to any real assessment of 
the importance of food from various sources in the diet of 
these people, because it would obviously differ with the 
nature of the economy and the environment. It is 
reasonably clear, however, that fish and the like were the 
most important part of the diet of the groups remaining on 
the rivers, Beveridge (1883, p.36) states that these 
Aborigines had a super-abundance of fish for eight months 
of the year. In comparison vegetable and animal foods 
would have been less important. On the other hand, fish 
may only have formed a seasonally important part of the 
diet of the other groups, with animal and vegetable foods 
being relatively more important. It is interesting to 
note that no reference to environmentally-orientated local 
groups names occurs in the literature, Whether this means 
that specialisation was not sufficiently well developed to 
encourage the use of such names, or whether it is only 
that they were not recorded is not clear. It is probably 
the latter because the use of these names was widespread 
and Howitt (in. Brough Smyth, I.878, II, p.30l) records these 
names in the area to the west of that studied.
The technology and hunting methods used in the area 
do not seem to possess any formally distinctive qualities. 
Both the equipment and the methods have been recorded in 
other areas. However, this approach is probably not very 
revealing and would tend to cloak regional differences of
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a certain type. While the information available is 
probably subjective it appears that netting techniques 
played a more important part in the economy of this area 
than in the coastal areas studied, and conversely the use 
of the multi-pronged fish spear seasonally restricted and 
line-fishing probably absent. While these methods cannot 
be pictured as responses to particular environmental 
situations, the choice between known methods, and their 
employment in different seasons and situations suggests a 
degree of adaptation which can now never be fully 
appraised or understood.
( H i )  POPULATION TOTALS AND DENSITIES IN THE RIVERINE 
AREA OF SOUTHEASTERN AUSTRALIA
One cannot but agree with Eyre (1845? I I , p.368) when 
he says thats
.„,there is scarcely any point connected with 
the subject of the Aborigines of New Holland, 
upon which it is more difficult to found an 
opinion, even approximating to the truth, than 
that of the aggregate population of the 
continent, or the average number of persons to 
be found in any given space.
The main references to population numbers fall into 
two groups. The first of these encompasses the records of 
numbers seen in a place at any one time. These cannot 
usually be used in density calculations because no 
reference to the area occupied is given, but, if dated, 
they do give some impression of the variation in the size 
of local groups with the seasons. The second, and perhaps 
more suspect estimates relate to the numbers inhabiting 
large areas of land, and the validity of these is probably 
a function of the author's knowledge of the area.
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The population figures belonging to the first group 
support to some extent the conclusions arrived at in the 
preceding chapter. All the reports by explorers and 
travellers of very large gatherings of Aborigines fall in 
the December-January period, with the exception of two 
observations; one from Mitchell (1838, II, p.35) where, in 
April, 100 natives were at Regent's Lake on the Lachlan 
collecting mussels, and the other from Krefft (1862-3, 
p .367) recording the gathering of 200 Aborigines at Yelta 
on the Murray for a corroboree in July. It could be 
argued that this evidence is suspect because the observers 
did not travel in the area in all seasons, but the picture 
it paints supplements the observations made by Eyre who 
had several years contact with the area. Another factor 
which tends to support this contention is the absence of 
large groupings of the more permanent winter shelters 
which consisted of semi-circles of boughs thatched with 
grass or covered with bark. If the large gatherings 
occurred large villages should attest their presence.
Smaller groupings, up to twenty in number, of these huts 
have been recorded throughout the area, but not in numbers 
commensurate with the numbers of people seen. The 
temporary windbreaks which were constructed in summer 
probably did not persist for long. How long these large 
groupings remained together is not clear. In all 
probability they were exceedingly temporary groupings 
coming together when food supplies permitted and 
disbanding on their exhaustion. Beveridge (1883, p.48) 
states that the normal period over which the fish weirs 
were productive lasted for five to six weeks. Whether the 
people leaving the group went into the hinterland or 
spread themselves more thinly along the rivers is not known.
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Sturt's (l833 , II, pp.81-134) record of population 
numbers on the Murrumbidgee and Murray is illuminating.
He found that the population increased as he went further 
downstream, and that the people were not uniformly 
distributed along the rivers. He saw 120 natives in a 
camp on the Murrumbidgee between the Lachlan and the 
Murray, but after seeing this group he did not see any 
natives for the next four days. While on the Murray he 
saw small scattered groups each day and it was not until 
he reached the Darling that he encountered really large 
groups. At the junction of the Murray and the Darling he 
met a group which he considered could not have numbered 
less than 600 (1833 , II, p.107). Further down the Murray 
he encountered groups of 230, 60 and 270 respectively.
Few natives were seen between these groups. It could be 
argued that these groupings were atypical and were a 
response to the presence of strangers in the area. Even 
so they give some indication of the numbers living in the 
area and are of the same order as those recorded by Eyre 
(1845, II, p.231) under normal conditions.
Both Mitchell (I838, I, p.86) and Sturt's (1833, I, 
pp.139, 187) observations suggest that the more northerly
parts of the Darling system were less densely populated 
than the downstream sectors. Both explorers visited the 
area in January and saw similar fishing techniques to those 
in the south being used. In Sturt's observations the 
sparsity of population was probably due to the salinity of 
the river (Sturt, 1833, I, p.87) but even under better 
conditions the group seen by Mitchell were small. He 
records (I838, I, p.86) the presence of a group of 30 
people on the Bogan River living on fish, crayfish and 
kangaroo meat.
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The estimates of the population inhabiting larger 
areas are not very enlightening. Bonney (1883-4, p.123) 
estimates the average population density in the Bajgundji 
tribal areas to be in the order of one person to every 20 
square miles. Teuton (in Curr 1886, II, p 0l8 6 ) states 
that in 1845 the Basgundji tribe numbered 3,000* When the 
figure is calculated against the tribal area given by 
Tindale (l.940), this gives a density of one person per 3»1 
square miles. The former figure is perhaps too low when 
compared with the possibly better documented densities in 
central Australia, but the latter figure is perhaps too 
high.
The impression created by the observations on the 
population of the Lower Murray is that by any standards 
the size of the local group was large even in the periods 
when food was less plentiful, and comparable with those 
experienced on the richest parts of the coastline. Eyre 
(18459 I I 9 P.372) estimates that there were three to four 
natives to every mile of river in the Moorunde area, and 
this did not include the migratory population from the 
surrounding country. Le Souef's (1895? P*34) statement 
that in 1848 the population of the Murray from Echuca to 
the Darling junction was 3 9000 can be dismissed because it 
far exceeds Eyre's estimate which was based on intimate 
knowledge of a much smaller area. Eyre's estimate does 
not exceed the estimated five persons per mile of 
shoreline in Port Jackson and this would probably place 
the Lower Murray well up in the census of the more densely 
populated parts of Australia.
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CHAPTER 5
THE COASTAL TRIBES OF 
SOUTHEASTERN AUSTRALIA AND CAPE YORK
The term 'coastal* is used here to apply not only to 
the relatively sedentary groups whose territories embraced 
the shoreline, and who gained a major part oT their food 
supply from this source, but also to the groups who 
seasonally exploited the produce of the seashores, coastal 
lakes and estuaries, living inland from the remainder of 
the year* Specialisation in various fishing and hunting 
techniques would be the most obvious and expected 
distinctive feature of their economies, These were 
recognised by the Aborigines and distinguishing names were 
given to particular groups, The Yinini clan of the 
Mudumui tribe lived at Cape Melville and were referred to 
as alei, or saltwater, by the inland-dwelling Ongwara 
section of the tribe. This term was also applied to the 
Walmbaria tribe occupying Flinders' Islands and Bathurst 
Head (Hale and Tindale 1933-4, p.69)» The Umbindhamu, 
Gan-ganda, Umbila, J'a?0, and Wudjadi tribes lived on the 
coastal strip between Orford Bay and Princess Charlotte 
Bay and were referred to by the inland tribes as the 
K a :wadji, or people of the east. The Karwadji referred to 
the inland dwelling Ajabadhu and Gandju as Kanidji 
(bushmen or inlanders), and called themselves the Pämä 
Mälnkäna, people of the sandbeach (Thomson 1934b, p.237)°
It is highly probable that this type of nomenclature was 
common throughout Australia, and that similar, unrecorded 
examples were present in the Sydney area. Collins (1798,
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p , 558) records that a tribe l iving on the Hawkesbury River 
was called Cah-bro-gal because they ate the Cah-bro worm. 
These examples show that the Aborigines were acutely aware 
of the relationship between their economy and their 
environment.
While the two areas chosen for discussion (see Maps 
10 and 11) possess one obvious common characteristic, a 
coastline, neither the people nor their habitats in the 
two areas were similar. There are very marked differences 
in the characteristics of the eastern and western coasts 
of Cape York, These are sufficiently great to warrant 
treatment as two separate regions within Area Y. The 
physical features and culture of the Aborigines on both 
sides of Cape York showed the influence of ethnic contact 
with Papuan-types from the islands to the north. Thomson 
(1 9 3 ^b 5 p.238) cites the bronze skin and curly, often 
frizzy hair of the Aborigines at Princess Charlotte Bay as 
evidence of this contact, and Hale and Tindale (l933-^> 
p .7 1 ) observe that the incidence of wavy to spiralled hair 
decreased inland and to the south. Since these areas are 
well to the north of the sugar-growing centres where 
Kanaka labour was employed, and the people possess 
cultural affinities with the people to the north of the 
area, it is possible to counter any suggestion that these 
physical characteristics resulted from an admixture of 
Kanaka, rather than Papuan blood. The cultural, affinities 
the groups possessed with the natives of the Torres Strait 
Islands and Papua included the use of outrigger canoes, 
house-types, bark strip skirts, drums and several 
ceremonial sequences. As well as such differences in the 
people and their culture, the habitats also varied in the
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physiography of the offshore areas and hinterlands, in 
vegetation, climate and in faunal assemblages, On a broad 
scale each area presented considerably different 
potentials to the tribes living in them.
(I ) THE HABITATS OF THE COASTAL TRIBES 
Topography
Perhaps the most striking of all the contrasts 
between the regions is in the nature of the offshore 
profile. This directly affected the area available to the 
Aborigines for food-gathering. The offshore profile of 
the southeastern coast (Fig. l) is, in comparison with the 
other areas, steeply sloping; the 100 fathom isobath being 
usually about 15 miles off the coast. This factor, 
together with the limited zone exposed by the small tidal 
range of four feet means that the area supplying readily 
accessible marine foods was restricted to a narrow belt 
along the coast and around the occasional offshore island. 
However, in the Sydney district, the fernleaf-shaped 
inlets of Broken Bay, Port Jackson and Port Hacking 
provided some compensation for this. The shoreline of 
Port Jackson is 152 miles long, while its area is only 
about 21 square mies. This contrasts with Botany Bay 
(excluding George’s and Cook’s Rivers) which, despite its 
area of 20 square miles, only has a shoreline of 
approximately 35 miles. Thus the length of shoreline in 
Port Jackson over which food could have been collected was 
greater, per unit of area, than that in Botany Bay or 
similar rounded indentations. To the north and south of
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Sydney the habitats were enhanced by the presence of 
coastal 1ake s .
This differs greatly from the reef-fringed coast of 
eastern Cape York where the effective habitat of the 
coastline was greatly enlarged by the occurrence of 
shallow water over numerous shoals, platforms and reefs 
(Fig. 2). The Great Barrier Reef itself lies 80 miles 
off the tip of the Peninsula, less than 10 miles off Cape 
Melville and more than 60 miles off Rockhampton to the 
south. The tide range (about 7 feet) is sufficient to 
expose some of these shoals more than 3 feet above low 
water level. Along with these are the numerous coastal 
islands. These are divided into two groups? the ’hig h ’ or 
continental islands and the 'low' islands. High islands 
are severed and partly drowned parts of the continent, 
often carrying forest vegetation similar to that on the 
mainland. Several of the larger islands have a permanent 
water supply derived from streams, springs and soaks and 
hence were capable of supporting permanent settlement.
The better known islands of this type include Hinchingbrook, 
Dunk, Flinder1s and Lizard Islands. Low islands are 
usually further from the coast and belong to one of two 
types: coral cays and low wooded islands. Both types are
built up by the deposition of debris. Cays carry 
vegetation ranging from grasses to trees, while the 
dominant vegetation on the low wooded islands is mangroves. 
Neither type has a permanent water supply and this limited 
the seasons and length of time for which the island could 
be visited.
Very little information is available dealing with the 
western coast of Cape York. The coastline is not, as
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stated by David ( 1950 9 II , p.74), a mangrove-lined coast.
Valentin (1 9 6 1 , p*7l) describes it as a sandy beach 
bordered seawards by parallel troughs and submarine bars 
partly exposed at low tide. The very small gradient of 
the land continues on the sea floor so that the 10 fathom 
isobath lies 10 to 20 miles offshore (Fig* 3)- The 
Admiralty Chart (Aus* 1599 Duyfken Point to Vrilya Point) 
does not show the presence of any coral shoals or reefs. 
While mangroves occur rarely on the outer shoreline, the 
lower courses of many rivers are fringed with mangroves* 
These are well developed in Archer Bay, which is the 
estuary of the Archer Watson and Ward Rivers* The tide 
rise is normally about six feet at the Edward River 
Mission, but during the wet season the northwest monsoon 
piles up the water in the southeast, raising high tides by 
several feet. At Karumba, on the mouth of the Norman 
River, the tide rises to an average maximum of eighteen 
feet at this time of the year, with an observed maximum of 
twenty-two feet (Whitehouse 1944, p 0l85)a This flooding 
with saltwater during the wet season gives rise to salt 
flats which remain bare of vegetation during the dry 
season.
Again, the physiography of the hinterlands varies 
considerably. This is most evident in comparing the 
western coast of Cape York with the two regions on the 
eastern coast, which conform to the general pattern of 
narrow coastal plains backed by mountain ranges. This 
contrast can be seen in the cross sections (Figs. 4-6).
The coastal plain of eastern Cape York is only a few 
hundred yards wide at Cardwell, but is over twenty miles 
wide at Port Stewart and even wider in the vicinity of
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Weymouth Bay. In most places it is backed by abruptly 
rising coastal or dividing ranges. While these did not 
provide an impenetrable barrier to movement, they did 
restrict contact between the inland and coastal groups, 
thus helping to reinforce the cultural differences 
mentioned above. To the south of Princess Charlotte Bay 
the dissected, red sandstone plateau of the Altanmoiu 
Range rises abruptly to just over 2,000 feet at the coast. 
Between this and the main dividing range is a low corridor 
occupied by the North Kennedy, Bizant and Normanby Rivers. 
The deltas of these rivers form extensive areas of 
swampland, lagoons and mudflats. During the dry season 
the rivers in the area are reduced to small trickles in 
wide sandy beds.
Like the eastern coast of Cape York, the southeastern 
coast of Australia is backed by mountain ranges. The 
coastal plain reaches its widest extent in the north around 
Wyong, but even here does not exceed twenty miles. The 
shorewards margins of the plain in this area and to the 
south of Sydney is bordered by coastal lakes. In the 
vicinity of Sydney the coastline truncates the ramp and 
plateau areas giving rise to a rugged sandstone-cliffed 
coastline in which Broken Bay, Port Jackson, Botany Bay 
and Port Hacking are the major indentations. The 
importance of the coastal ranges in limiting movement 
probably varied from place to place. In the Sydney 
district the abrupt face of the Blue Mountains provided 
an initial check to European movement westward and 
presumably proved a similar check on the Aborigines. Too 
great importance should not be attached to this because a 
different dialect was spoken on the Nepean River (Hunter
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1793» p . 523) , and tiiis suggests the presence of a second 
tribe between the coast and the ranges«
The hinterland of the western coast of Cape York is 
characterised by a broad belt of beach ridges. Behind 
this barrier the lagoons have been almost completely 
filled in to form marshes, salt flats and some mangrove 
swampso The lower parts of the flats are subject to 
flooding with brackish water, the landward edge of this 
zone being bordered by an old shoreline 2 to 12 miles 
inland from the present coast. The coastal plain is wide, 
low and undulating, and a greater part of it is below 250 
feet. At the Norman River the plain reaches its widest 
extent of over 200 miles. The rivers have large catchment 
areas in the eastern ranges. About 200 miles from the 
coast many of the southern rivers send off distributaries, 
covering the plain with a maze of interconnected channels. 
Whitehouse (19^  , p.19^) lists several examples where the 
major rivers are interconnected by smaller water-courses, 
The rivers are subject to great seasonal variations in 
flow. Few of them could be regarded as strictly permanent, 
and by June most of the rivers have stopped flowing, 
leaving strings of waterholes and billabongs. In the wet 
season the rivers flood and remain so for one or two 
months after the end of the wet season. Flooding usually 
involves the main channels only, but more general flooding, 
resulting in the inundation of large areas of land does 
occur. Whitehouse (19^9, p.l9l) records that in the wet 
season of 1939-^0 all of Vanrook Station (3,000 square 
miles) was inundated except for one sandhill. Near the 
coastline flooding is increased by the raising of tide 
levels by the onshore winds. This saline flooding is
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responsible for the marked break between the clay pans of 
the coast and the vegetated plains of the inland. The 
effect of the flooding in restricting the movements of the 
Aborigines was noted by both McConnel (1953, P-2) and 
Thomson (1939? p.212),
Climate
The dominant feature in the climate of Cape York is 
its markedly seasonal rainfall» Every part of the 
Peninsula receives more rain in the hotter months 
(December-March) than in winter, A major part of the 
Peninsula receives about 95 per cent of its rainfall during 
the wet season, but on the coast around Cairns this figure 
drops to around 75 per cent (Dick 1958, Fig. 3D). A 
considerable variation in the total amount of rainfall 
over the area is evident, McDonnell in the north has a 
summer normal rainfall of 60 inches and a winter normal of 
9 inches, while Tully, on the east coast, has an estimated 
summer normal of 110 inches and an estimated winter normal 
of 53 inches. The variability of the annual rainfall over 
the Peninsula ranges from 20 to 25 per cent (Dick 1958, 
Figs.), but because of the sparsity of recording stations 
important differences might be hidden. During the January 
and February of 1927 Hale and Tindale (l933-^> p .64) 
record that less than an inch of rain fell on FUnder* s 
Island while some thirty inches of rain were recorded 
during the same period at Stewart River forty miles to the 
west across the bay.
The seasonal differences in rainfall affect not only 
the growth patterns of the vegetation, but also the 
surface run-off and the availability of water in rivers,
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swamps and waterholes, which had very obvious effects on 
the movement and economic activities of the Aborigines e 
Figures 7 and 8 show the estimated average monthly run-off 
for Mapoon on the west coast and Cooktown on the east.
For several months of the year the run-off at these 
stations is negligible, and river flow would be small, or 
non-existent for possibly as much as three months of the 
year.
In contrast to the markedly seasonal variations in 
rainfall at Cape York, the rainfall of the southeastern 
coast is ’adequate’ throughout the year. There is a 
marked increase in rainfall during the autumn months with 
the wettest month (May 501 points at Sydney) receiving 
almost twice that of the driest (November 269 points). 
Since the drier months coincide with the warmer parts of 
the year, run-off during the summer months is at a low 
level for several months (Fig. 9 )- This is particularly 
important in some coastal areas where catchment areas are 
small or where the creeks discharge into shallow coastal 
swamps, for despite any wealth of food the area might 
possess, it can only be exploited if water supplies permit
Vegetation
It is in the vegetation assemblages of an area that 
the differences in rainfall, topography and soils find 
their expression. However, it is possible only to give 
the broad characteristics of the vegetation assemblages 
because of the lack of detailed mapping.
1
Calculated by the Water Balance Method (Thornthwaite and 
Mather 1955» 1957) using available rainfall data.
6 102a
Figs 7 - 9  Estimated average monthly run off for selected
stations, calculated by the Water Balance Method 
(Thornthwaite and Mather 1955, 1957) using available 
rainfall and temperature data.
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Along the eastern coast of Cape York tropical 
rain forest occurs in areas where the rainfall exceeds 60 
inches and where there is some topographic shelter from 
winds and extremes of temperature. This formation is 
characterised by a dense, continuous canopy of heavy, 
dark-foliaged trees with an abundance of woody climbers, 
epiphytes, palms and undergrowth, while herbaceous annuals 
are almost completely absent. The most important areas of 
rain forest occur around Cooktown and Cairns, along the 
range at the back of Princess Charlotte Bay and at other 
isolated spots along the coast. The most extensive 
vegetation assemblage on the eastern coast is the mixed 
coastal woodland which is characterised by a wide variety 
of formations, including some true tropical rain forest, 
but in much of it the tree stratum becomes increasingly 
discontinuous, with understories of small trees, shrubs, 
grasses and forb layers. The marked wet and dry seasons 
are reflected in the strong seasonal growth of most 
formations, Tropical tussock grassland occurs in the 
delta areas and along the river flood-plains. It consists 
of one to three metre high perennial grasses showing 
marked wet season growth.
The salt flats of the western coast of Cape York are 
covered with water for a greater part of the wet season 
and, except for a few halophytes on their margins, are 
bare of vegetation during the dry season. Mangroves are 
not common on the sea coast proper, but occur on the lower 
courses of rivers, around bays and in some lagoons.
Inland, the vegetation on the old shoreline presents a 
marked contrast to the land on either side. The sand 
ridges are densely timbered with several species of 
eucalypts, The plain itself carries a wide variety of
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vegetation, The lower parts subject to flooding are 
covered with dense grass and scattered shrubs. Much of 
the rest of the area is covered with a typical savannah of 
bloodwoods, stringybarks, stunted thickets of quinine and 
open grassland, The plateau areas carry dense sclerophyll 
forest,
As a result of the interference of human agencies in 
the southeastern coastal areas of Australia, and around 
Sydney in particular, it is rather difficult to come to an 
accurate assessment of the pre-european vegetation. Low 
heaths occur on exposed coastal areas and this gives way 
to rather open dry sclerophyll forest inland. On the 
sandstone areas the vegetation is very harsh, but on 
better soils it is somewhat more attractive. On many 
occasions Phillip, Tench and Hunter wrote of open, well- 
grassed woodlands to the west of Sydney. South of Sydney 
the dry sclerophyll forest gives way to wet sclerophyll 
and sub-tropical rain forest in topographically sheltered 
areas.
The three areas chosen for study show several basic 
differences. Firstly, the material culture of the Cape 
York groups must be viewed against a background of contact 
with more developed cultures to the north, and such 
contact is not evident among the tribes to the south.
Their habitats show various differences in the nature of 
the coasts, the hinterlands and their accessibility, the 
vegetation, both as a source of food and as a living space 
for various types of fauna, and finally, in the climatic 
regime experienced by each. Any one of these factors 
could be expected to exert some influence on the economic 
life of the Aborigines. However, given that the areas
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possess at least one basic similarity, the question does 
arise as to whether the reaction of the people, as 
manifested in their economic life, to their coastal 
environments was similar in each instance and led to the 
development of what might be termed a typical coastal 
economy,
(II ) THE ECONOMIC LIFE OF THE COASTAL TRIBES
THE SOUTHEASTERN COASTAL GROUPS
The specialisation of these Aborigines in the 
exploitation of marine foods was evident to the earliest 
visitors to the region. Cook summed up his impressions of 
the food-gathering activities of the people at Botany Bay 
by concluding: 'Altho I have said that shell fish is their
chief support yet they catch other sorts of fish' 
(Beaglehole ed. 1955» p.312). Even the longer acquaintance 
of the early settlers at Sydney did not lead to any major 
re-evaluation of this view, and many stressed the 
differences between the fish diet of the coastal people 
and the kangaroo and grub diet of the inlanders. Phillip 
(1788c, p.2 6 ) records that while fish was their principal 
support, the bones of kangaroos and flying squirrels were 
seen in refuse around their huts.
Additional contemporary observations pointing to the 
importance of marine foods include references to the 
Aborigines' attitudes to their habitual foods. Hunter 
(l793> P.490) records that none of the Sydney natives liked 
going to Rose Hill (Parramatta), and attributes this to 
the fact that fish were seldom caught there. Of all the
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gifts of food given to the Aborigines, fish was the only 
one they accepted and ate (Phillip H.R.N.S.V«, I, ii, 
P.132). References to native paths show that the dominant 
movement was along the coast and not inland (Phillip 
H.R.N. S.W. , I, i i , p.192; Hunter 1793, p.138).
The evidence provided by midden excavations reveals 
considerable variation over area, both in the type and 
relative quantity of faunal remains from Megaw's 
excavations at Gymea Bay in Port Hacking revealed that 
over 92 per cent of the remains were estuarine shell, 
while fish and animal bone accounted for less than eight 
per cent of the total (Megaw, personal communication).
It is not clear whether the eight per cent represents 
complete skeletons of a few animals or portions of many. 
The surprisingly small quantities of fish remains might 
also be misleading because these may have been destroyed 
by burning or have been less resistant to decay than other 
bone remains. On the other hand, Lampert (1966) describes 
fishbone remains in Level III of his excavations at Durras 
North and the Cl4 age estimation of the bottom of this 
layer was 480 + 80 B.P. The analysis of the faunal 
remains from Curracurrang has not been completed, but the 
information available to date indicates that it differs 
considerably from the former. Shells comprise a smaller 
percentage of the total and are of marine, not estuarine 
origin. This reflects the coastal rather than estuarine 
habitat. The midden also contained a considerable 
quantity of land mammal remains, including the dingo, as 
well as whale, seal, fish and bird bone (Megaw, personal 
communication). Analysis of the faunal remains of an 
excavation at Durras North led Lampert to conclude that
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land mammal remains formed too small a proportion of the 
total to have been a basic source of food, and that the 
cave deposits represented either a specialised aspect of 
the total subsistence of the group, or showed that the 
group was sufficiently adapted to the coastal environment 
to enable it to subsist almost entirely from the sea and 
its shores (Lampert 1966, p • 97 )• The faunal remains in 
the three excavations suggest firstly that during the 
occupation of the midden sites, the food supply consisted 
mainly of marine foods, but differences between sites were 
evident. The excavations at Gymea Bay and Durras North 
indicate that comparatively little food was gained from 
land animals while the midden was used as a camping place, 
but this source of food may have been more important at 
Curracurrang,
Because of the superficiality of many observations it 
is difficult to evaluate, or even discern, the seasonal, 
patterns in the economy, In this respect Bradley is by 
far the most useful observer. By August 1788 he had 
watched the Aborigines' activities over a sufficiently 
long period to enable him to write in his journal (Bradley
1786-92, p.133):
For a considerable time after our arrival it 
was supposed that the food of the Natives was 
entirely Fish, but the Winter convinced us, 
that if they had not some other resource great 
numbers of them must perish, as it is they are 
very hard put to it when Fish is scarce; We 
have been several days together without getting 
half a bucket of fish with the seine and having 
met some of the Natives in a most deplorable 
situation for the want of food in the winter 
months,
Some movement away from the Sydney area was observed in 
April and May (Hunter 17935 p.65), but this did not lead
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to a complete, seasonal depopulation of the coastal areas» 
The large gatherings were seen over too long a period to 
be explained solely as resulting from the Aborigines' 
curiosity to see the Europeans at Sydney. There was 
sufficient food in the area to support large groups for 
a considerable time. The depopulation seen at Sydney 
during April, and May may not have been due solely to food 
shortages in the early autumn months because good catches 
of fish were taken right up to 30th April (Hunter 1793? 
p.65). The decrease in population was not considered the 
result of any movement inland because in all the 
excursions inland to that time very few natives had been 
seen (Hunter 1793 j p.65). It is possible that the large 
catches of fish during the spring and summer months 
enabled the Aborigines to congregate in large groups, but 
with the coming of winter and a shortage of food these 
groups may have been forced to disperse and spread 
themselves more thinly along the coast, thus giving the 
appearance of a decrease in population at any one centre. 
This explanation appears more feasible in the light of 
statements by Bradley (1786-92, p.l4l) that the Aborigines 
intensified their fishing activities and fished for long 
hours into the night with fires in their canoes.
These seasonal changes are not to be confused with 
short-term changes related to ceremonial activities or 
transient environmental changes. Threlkeld (1826, p»l64l) 
records the movement of the Lake Macquarie natives to the 
mountains to attend ceremonies and engage in trade. Large 
gatherings of Aborigines feasting on whales were recorded 
in several instances (Bradley 1786-92, p.120; Harris 1791» 
p .4). Short-term depopulation as a result of water
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shortages at Bateman's Bay during December 1797 may have 
been seen by Bass who observed that numbers of native huts 
were deserted and the wells dug in the centres of the 
swamps were dry (Bass 1789? P»9)°
Contemporary descriptions and the evidence gained 
from middens suggests rather strongly that considerable 
numbers of people gained a major part of their food supply 
from marine sources. Evidence for any seasonal changes in 
food-source orientation is not strong» Many of the 
population changes observed were probably due to 
temporary alterations in the environment, or to attendance 
at ceremonial gatherings in other areas. There are no 
observations of a wholesale movement away from the coast 
and the adoption of a different way of life. The economic 
life of the people differed considerably from the 
descriptions of the activities of inlanders on the 
Hawkesbury (Collins 17899 PP°557-8 IMarsden] 1808, p»26) 
and at Manangle (Menangle) (Barralier 1802, pp»85-6).
Hunting and Collecting
The division of labour in the southeastern coastal 
areas appears to have differed significantly from the 
pattern commonly encountered in inland areas and also from 
that in some other coastal districts» While the 
collection of vegetable foods and shellfish was still 
probably the main responsibility of the women and fishing 
and hunting that of the men, the women did spend a 
considerable part of their time fishing (Bradley 1786-92, 
p„108; Collins 1793? P°556; Hunter 1793» p»63; and Worgan 
1788, p»10), and men were seen collecting shellfish (Cook,
Beaglehole ed, 1955» p.3H» Hunter 1793» P»63; and Bradley 
1786-92, p.128) and vegetable foods (Bradley 1786-92,
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pp,110-7). In fishing the division of labour appears to 
have been based on the equipment used. The women fished 
with hook and line while the men used spears. One 
exception to this is where men fished from rocks in the 
surf with hooks baited with octopodes ( G [ovett ] 1837, p . 7 ) °
Table 7 reveals surprisingly little variety in the 
fishing methods employed;, even though the men and women 
spent a great deal of their time in fishing. Observations 
at Sydney suggest that spearing and line fishing were the 
most frequently employed techniques. In areas away from 
Sydney fish weirs and fish poisons were seen in use as 
well, but because of the infrequency of observations, 
their relative importance cannot be assessed, The two 
references to net fishing (Phillip H.R.N.S.W., I, ii, 
p.132 ; Robinson, Mackaness ed. 19^1? p»324) are somewhat 
suspect. Phillip’s reference to the use of hoop nets to 
catch lobsters at Sydney is particularly difficult to 
interpret because no records of such activities occur in 
the writings of other equally competent contemporary 
observers at Sydney. Added to this is Bradley's (1786-92? 
p»133) statement that crabs and crawfish (lobsters) were 
never seen in Port Jackson, although they were seen at 
Broken Bay. Nets were frequently recorded in use as 
carrying receptacles. If Phillip’s observation is valid, 
nets could not have been in widespread use.
If the statements by Cook that oysters, mussels and 
cockles were the chief support of the inhabitants of 
Botany Bay (Cook, Beaglehole ed. 1955? P*31l) and the high 
proportion of estuarine shell in the faunal remains of the 
midden at Gymea Bay (Megaw, pers. comm.) do reflect 
accurately the importance of these foods, even for limited
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periods 5 it would appear that these people used no 
specialised equipment in gaining a considerable part of 
their food supply. However the differences in the methods 
used gathering the various species from their respective 
habitats shows a degree of adaptation. Some were collected 
from the rocks along the shore, oysters, cockles and 
mussels were gathered in canoes from the sand and mud 
flats of Botany Bay (Cook, Beaglehole ed, 1955s p.31l), 
while certain species were dived for among the rocks in 
the open water (Hunter 1793? p,63)® The shell on the 
distal end of the spear-thrower was used in opening and 
levering some varieties off the rocks (Bradley 1786-92, 
P 0 6 9 ) and net bags were used as transport receptacles 
(Bradley 1786-92, p.69)o Blackburn (l79l) states that the 
Aborigines remained in the one area until they had cleared 
the rocks of shellfish, Given the persistence of the 
shellfish population in Sydney, it is difficult to accept 
Blackburn's statement.
The importance of flotsam as a source of food is not 
easily assessed. The often quoted examples of stranded 
whales are no exception to this. In the literature 
surveyed by the writer only three definitely 
distinguishable instances (Harris 1791? p.4j Bradley 
1786-92, p .125; Anon, in Field 1823, p,468) were 
encountered, together with several references which could 
apply to these or different occasions. Thus stranded 
whales could not have provided a continuous source of food, 
but may have permitted large gatherings to come together 
for short periods. Stranded seals may also have provided 
some food. Harper (1826, p,1563) states that seals were 
hunted at Bateman's Bay, although he gives no description
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of the method used» Seal bone was found in the middens at 
Durras North (Lamport 1966, p , 9 M  and Curracurrang (Megaw, 
pers. comm,), The bones of shearwaters in the midden at 
Durras North suggest that the birds drowned during 
migration may have added considerably to the food supply 
in summer months (Lampert I966 , pp,97~8),
The observations give no indication of any seasonal 
change in activities„ Most writers note that fish became 
scarce in the winter months and that population numbers 
thinned considerably., but those Aborigines remaining under 
the observation of the Europeans continued in their 
pursuit of fish. One observation suggests that the 
fishing effort may have been intensified during this 
season by fishing long into the night (Bradley 1786-92, 
p .l4l)o The activities of the people leaving Port Jackson 
are not described, but it appears that considerable 
numbers remained in the near vicinity of the Port because 
200 natives gathered for a fight in August I788 (Bradley 
1786-92, p.l2l), It is possible that the people continued 
living on marine foods, but lived in smaller groups 
scattered along the coast. The practice of drying fish 
was recorded by Bradley (1786-92, p,l42) but this was only 
an isolated instance, and the fact that 200 people were 
present suggests that it was used only in association with 
large ceremonial gatherings, With the return of large 
schools of fish in October the natives were again evident 
in large numbers (Bradley 1786-92, p.!25)°
Table 7 also reveals an outstanding lack of 
co-operative fishing activities. This factor might be 
attributed to the nature of the quarry sought after and 
the absence of equipment which might lend itself to this
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type of activity,, The only references to communal 
activities in fishing are where several men launched 
spears in unison into schools of sea mullet (Scott, n , d „ , 
pp.lO-l), and the use of fish weirs where the group 
probably shared the trapped fish,,
The features which distinguished these Aborigines' 
fishing activities from those of the coastal Cape York 
natives was the degree of participation by women in 
fishing and the limited range of techniques employed, 
Spearing and line fishing appear to have been the 
principal methods used, while netting apparently was not, 
and brush fences, stone weirs and fish poisons were 
probably not frequently employed. The hunting of large 
marine game apparently was not practised, although whales, 
seals and porpoises were eaten when stranded. Harper 
(1826, p ,1563) makes reference to the hunting of seals but 
gives no details of this, nor do any other descriptions 
read by the writer record similar activities. Despite the 
prevalence in the Hawkesbury River of the Leatherback 
Turtle, which grows to nine feet in length (McCarthy 1955 9 
p.287), no record of its being hunted has been found. It 
formed a rare subject in the outline rock engravings 
around Sydney (McCarthy 1955? p.287)» The major emphasis 
in the diet therefore appears to have been on fish and 
shellfish.
Hunting of Land Animals
The relative importance of the hunting of land animals 
in the economy is very difficult to assess. One one hand 
are statements that the natives 'were strictly divided into 
two classes, the hunters and fishers; and that they did
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dare encroach u p o n  each o t h e r ’s mode of g e t t i n g  a 
l i v e l i h o o d ’ (anon, iri Field 1823 , p . 4 6 8 ) „ This v i e w  is 
s t r e n g t h e n e d  by Collin's (1798, p„586) r e c o g n i t i o n  of 
d i f f e r e n c e s  in spear and net d e s i g n  and also in the 
dialects, dances and songs of the coastal and i n l a n d ­
d w e l l i n g  people at Sydney,, W h e t h e r  the two types of 
e c o n o m y  were as d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  as this first 
o b s e r v a t i o n  suggests is not certain, The f i n d i n g  of a 
b r o k e n  spear in the flank of a kangaroo at N o rth H e a d  
( B r adley 1786-92, p.llO) and the p r e sence of a few oyster 
and mussel shells at an inland camp-site (Phillip 
H . R . N . S . W . ,  I, ii, p .135) suggests that even while l i v i n g  
on the coast the na t i v e s  m a y  have engaged in land hunting, 
and that if they went inland the coastal natives p r o b a b l y  
did not take sufficient food to support them for the 
d u r a t i o n  of their stay.
The references to hunting methods quoted in Table 8 
are very superficial and reflect little variation. This 
might indicate the relative importance of hunting, but 
could result from a lack of sufficiently detailed 
observation of this sector of the Aborigines' economic 
life. The choice of methods used in hunting the larger 
game appears to have depended on the number present. 
Organised drives were employed when numbers permitted, 
while stalking and hides were probably used when 
sufficient manpower was unavailable. The use of nets in 
hunting was not recorded, although netting techniques were 
known. Such hunting techniques were recorded on the 
middle and upper reaches of the Hunter River (Miller in 
Curr 1886, III, p*353; Fawcett 1893, p.153). It is 
probable that smaller game including possums, flying
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squirrels, provided the most consistent and important land 
prey,
It appears that the cah-bro-grub formed an important 
part of the diet of the Aborigines on the Hawkesbury River 
(Collins 1793? p .558 , quoted verbatim by [Marsden ] 1808, 
p.26), but otherwise the consumption of insects was not 
frequently recorded. Ants' eggs, witchetty grubs and the 
brood of the bee were eaten, Collins (1798, P°558) 
records that a paste made from fern root and small ants 
bruised together was eaten.
Vegetable Foods
The references to the collection of vegetable foods 
give what is an undoubtedly incomplete account. This can 
easily be seen in the few entries in Table 9® On the other 
hand several factors suggest that this may be a reasonably 
accurate picture of the situation, Collins ( 1798, p*557.) 
states that 'a few berries, the yam and fern-root, the 
flowers of the different banksia, and at times some honey, 
make up the whole vegetable catalogue', Most accounts 
stress the part played by women in fishing, and this 
pursuit was probably followed at the expense of time spent 
in gathering vegetable foods. In fact, the only 
references (Bradley 1798-92, pp.110, 117) directly 
describing the collection of vegetable foods involved men, 
not women. The principal vegetable foods appear to have 
been fern-root, yams and the nut of the Macrozamia palm, 
Yams were evidently very important on the Hawkesbury 
River, where one writer notes that the banks had the 
appearance of being ploughed, so extensive were the 
diggings for yams (Hunter 1793? p.150). One observation
1X6
suggests that 5 at certain seasons at least, vegetable 
foods, and fern-root in particular, were emergency foods 
(Bradley 1786-92, p.107)« At Port Stephens vegetable 
foods may have been relatively important at certain 
seasons. At one season groups assembled in a particular 
place to 'patter bungwall', or eat fern-root (Dawson I83O, 
p .327). Even if vegetable foods were seasonally important, 
there is no evidence to support Meggitt's (1964, p.33) 
claim that vegetable foods comprised over 70 per cent of 
the food supply.
Several plant foods underwent some form of 
preparation before being eaten. In the case of the 
Macrozamia nuts and several yams this was to remove toxic 
elements, which affected Europeans who ate the foods 
unprepared. Minor differences were observed in the 
preparation of the one plant. At Twofold Bay the kernels 
of the Macrozamia were prepared by bruising them to a pulp 
and soaking it in water (Robinson, Mackaness ed. 1.941,
P •335) , while at Sydney the kernels were shelled, soaked 
in daily changes of water for seven or eight days and then 
roasted (Hunter 1793» P-479)°
Water
Despite the relatively high rainfall, problems in 
obtaining water were experienced in some areas. Cook 
(Beaglehole ed. 1955 > P*305) records that the only fresh 
water found at Botany Bay came from a small hole dug in the 
sand. Flinders (I8l4 , I, p.XCIX) found a small well dug a 
short distance above high water mark at Lake Illawarra. 
Where the tribes were dependent upon such water sources, 
the failure of groundwater at times necessitated a
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movement away from the coastal areas. One such incident 
was recorded at Bateman's Bay where the wells dug in the 
centre of the swamps were dry and the native camps 
deserted (Bass 1798, p„9.)°
Material Culture
The material culture of these coastal people reflects 
the bias of their economy. The multi-pronged fish-spear 
appears to have been the most important fishing implement, 
although Bradley (1786-92, p.1.26) also records the use of 
a single pointed spear barbed with bone or shell for 
fishing. The fish-spear consisted of a shaft up to 12 
feet long usually made of the flower stalk of the 
Xanthorrhoea surmounted by four hardwood prongs barbed 
with shell, or more commonly, bone. Cook's (Beaglehole ed. 
1955» p.305) statement that the prongs were pointed with 
bone suggests that a bone bipoint, functioning both as a 
point and a barb may have been used. The statements by 
several observers (Hunter 1793, p.62j Leigh 1821a, p.966) 
that the shaft could be lengthened when desired possibly 
refers to the joins in the shaft to obtain a sufficiently 
long and straight piece of wood, rather than any attempt 
to produce a spear of easily variable length. In basic 
design the hunting spear differed little from the fish 
spear except that it has only one prong. Collins (1798, 
p.586) states that the woods tribes barbed their spears 
with stone instead of broken oyster shells. The spear 
with which Governor Phillip was speared differed from 
those in general use in that it was longer than usual and 
was barbed and pointed with hardwood (Hunter 1793, p.462). 
It was probably a fighting spear. Leigh (l821b, p.lOlO)
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states that four kinds of spear, other than the fish spear 
were in use. These spears, and on occasions the fish- 
spear, were thrown with the spear-thrower which consisted 
of an ovate body tapered to each end, with a stone flake 
or shell mounted on the distal end. In addition to its 
use as a spear-thrower it was also employed as a digging 
implement (Collins 1798, p»585) and the stone or shell 
served as a cutting implement. Other weapons included 
clubs, wooden swords, parrying sticks and shields of bark 
and wood. The 'wamareen1, which appears to have been a 
type of boomerang, was seen in the area (Leigh 1821b, 
p.lOlO) but there is no description of its function.
Worgan stated that the natives' 'Hooks and lines not 
being in very plenty' and therefore they were 'obliged to 
practice this art of taking them daily' (Worgan 1788, 
p.ll). This is difficult to interpret, because other 
writers give the impression that line fishing was 
extensively employed in Port Jackson. The fish hooks were 
crescentic in shape, barbless and normally made of shell. 
Two references relate to the use of bone in the manufacture 
of fish hooks (Scott, Bennett ed. 1929? p.18; Robinson, 
Mackaness ed. 19^1, p.324). Bradley's (1786-92, p.92) 
description of the manufacture of a fish hook is 
interesting on two counts. Firstly, it is one of the few 
recorded instances where a woman was engaged in the 
manufacture of hunting equipment, and secondly, it shows 
the use of what is now called a fish hook file, which was 
a small piece of stone used to grind out the centre of the 
shell blank and cut back the edges to the required shape. 
Bird talons were used as fish hooks, but shell hooks were 
considered better (Hunter 1793? p.63). The lines were
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manufactured from bark or palm fibre. If nets were in use 
(and this is doubtful), they were certainly not widely 
used.
Canoes were used mainly by the women in fishing and 
for transport around the harbour and on the open sea.
Those in use at Sydney varied in length from 10 to 20 feet 
and usually consisted of a sheet of stringybark gathered 
and bound at each end and kept open by thwarts. Morgan's 
(1788, p.ll) reference to the use of the bark of a 
'fir-like* tree suggests that the bark of the Casuarina 
may also have been used. Mid-August may have been the 
time of year when the bark was most commonly cut because 
Phillip (H.R.N.S.W., I, i i , p.l9l) states that large parties 
were known to be in the woods making new canoes at this 
time. The paddles were about two feet long and shaped 
like pudding-stirrers. One paddle was held in each hand.
Of the equipment used in manufacture, the stone or 
shell mounted on the spear-thrower was the most frequently 
recorded cutting implement, being used as a knife or 
chisel in woodworking and as a knife in cutting flesh. 
Hafted stone axes and adzes were also recorded in use by 
Bradley (1786-9 2 , p.129)» Unhafted, heavy wedge-shaped 
choppers used in conjunction with a wooden mallet or maul 
were used in cutting out canoes and shields (Bradley 
1786-92, p.129). Shells were also employed as cutting 
implements, but one observation suggests that no definite 
shell tools were manufactured and used continually. Tench 
describes an incident where a native 'snatched up an 
oyster-shell, and converted it with his teeth into a tool, 
with which he presently fashioned the spear and rendered 
it fit for use* (Tench 1789, p.87).
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Net bags, folded bark troughs, palm-spathe baskets, 
bark and wooden dishes were used as transport receptacles 
and hollowed tree-knots and large shells served as 
drinking vessels.
The use of clothing seems to have varied considerably 
from place to place. Cloaks of possum skins sewn together 
with sinew were apparently not worn at Sydney, but were 
seen at Hawkesbury River (Bradley 1786-92, p,l66), at 
Broken Bay (Mathews, Havard ed, 1 9 ^ ,  p,l87), and kangaroo 
skins were worn by women at Twofold Bay (King 1826, p,4), 
Fur-twine pubic tassels were recorded in several areas. 
Little information on personal adornment and ceremonial 
dress is available, other than the rather doubtful 
illustrations and etchings accompanying the published 
accounts. Nose bones were evidently worn by the men.
Over much of the Sydney area the sandstone rock- 
shelters provided living quarters, but away from these 
simple bough frames covered with sheets of bark, Cabbage 
Palm leaves or bushes were erected. At Bateman's Bay the 
huts were built about half a mile inland (Harper 1826, 
p.156 3). In the Sydney district Tench states that the 
largest number of huts seen together was twelve (1 7 8 9 ?
p . 106).
The broad characteristics of the economic life of the 
Aborigines on the coast around Sydney showed a considerable 
degree of adaptation to the marine environment. Probably 
most people gained a sustained food supply from the sea 
and their economic life showed a marked specialisation in 
collecting methods which capitalised on the potential of 
the area. A large part of their time was spent in various 
types of fishing and in the collection of shellfish and
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other marine foods. Their material culture reflects this 
specialisation, both in the weapons and equipment most 
frequently used, and in the use of bone and shell instead 
of stone in the manufacture of various utensils. In the 
Sydney area this specialisation appears to have been 
fairly complete, and some people were observed following 
this way of life throughout the year. In other areas this 
may not have been so, and people may have left the coast 
at particular seasons of the year, although there is 
little concrete evidence of this.
THE GROUPS OF THE EASTERN COAST OF CAPE YORK
The economic activities of the Aborigines along the 
eastern coast of Cape York possess a similar degree of 
specialisation in the exploitation of marine foods as 
those on the southeastern coast of Australia, but this was 
not manifest in the same way over the whole of the coast.
To the south, the diet of the Walmbaria on the Flinder's 
Island and Bathurst Head, consisted principally of marine 
fish, molluscs, crustaceans and occasional dugongs and 
turtles, while to the south the Mudumui tribe, which lived 
on the coastal plain between Murdoch Point and Bathurst 
Bay, lived mainly on coastal foods, visiting the sandstone 
tableland country only to hunt rock wallabies and possums 
and to gather honey. This pattern was repeated among the 
Karwadji tribes to the north where fish formed the staple 
flesh food of the sand beach people (Thomson 193^+b, p.24l). 
These people did obtain part of their food supply from the 
bush, but in no sense were they dependent upon this source 
of food (Thomson 1933> P»^57)* The emphasis of the
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economy of this latter group appears to have differed from 
that of the previous tribes in that dugong formed a very 
important part of the flesh diet,, During the periods 
Thomson was with the Gan-ganda at Stewart River (May-July 
and November-December) the camp was never for any length of 
time without dugong meat (Thomson 193^b, p»239 )» It 
appears that the Lama-lama living on the mangrove-lined 
estuaries at the south of Princess Charlotte Bay were 
largely an inland dwelling people (Hale and Tindale 1933-^>
P.69) •
Other evidence pointing to the importance of the 
coastal habitat in the lives of the people includes the 
group names referred to above which indicate that the 
association of a group with a particular environment was 
sufficiently strong to be recognised and named by the 
surrounding people. The native pads or tracks reflect the 
dominant line of movement in the area. At Princess 
Charlotte Bay these extended along the coast , turning 
inland only to avoid rocky cliffs (Hale and Tindale 1933-^9 
p.69). The attitudes shown towards certain types of food 
give some indication of the relative importance of 
different food sources. Vegetable foods were scarce in 
the area occupied by the Walmbaria, and the natives' 
hunger for carbohydrate led them to consider vegetable 
food a luxury (Hale and Tindale 1933-^? p,69).
Hale and Tindale's work among the tribes at the 
southern end of Princess Charlotte Bay covered too short a 
time to detect any seasonal changes in the economy, but 
Thomson's work shows that the Gan-ganda at Stewart River 
remained close to the estuary for long periods and only 
small parties went inland for a few days, mostly during
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the dry season or immediately following the rains, to 
collect vegetable foods, spear woods, bark for the 
manufacture of domestic utensils and grass for baskets 
(Thomson 1933, p.438). The groups generally consisted of 
a number of men or one or two families. The only move by 
the camp as a body was when it moved from the estuary to 
the beach on the coming of the monsoon. There is nothing 
in this information to suggest that seasonal changes were 
accompanied by any radical change in their way of life. 
However, some of Cook's observations at Endeavour River do 
pose some problems. He arrived there on 13th June and 
does not record seeing any Aborigines until 10th July 
(Cook, Beaglehole ed. 1935> p.357)» Banks records that 
Tupia saw two natives on 3th July, and that they ran away 
in great precipitation (Banks, Beaglehole ed. 1 9 6 3 ? II? 
p.88). One might conclude that the natives were absent 
from the coast and living inland during the early part of 
Cook's stay, returning to the coast in July. It is more 
probable that they avoided the new arrivals and remained 
hidden from their view. Smoke from fires was seen in the 
near vicinity of Cook's camp. This conclusion is 
strengthened by Banks' (Beaglehole ed. 1963 , II, p.90) 
reference to the unaccountable timidity of the people in 
the area.
While there is no evidence to suggest any seasonal 
change from marine to terrestrial, foods , some seasonal 
variation in the economic pattern can be detected. In 
some areas visits of unknown duration were made to 
outlying islands and cays to gather shellfish and hunt 
turtle. Vast piles of shell were seen on Lizard Island 
and piles of turtle carapaces on Eagle Island (Banks,
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Beaglehole ed. 1963 , II, pp.103-4). This settlement 
probably occurred during the wet season when water was 
available and when it was necessary to erect substantial 
huts. The frames of seven or eight huts were seen on 
Lizard Island (Banks, Beaglehole ed. 1963 , II, p.103). In 
September wells dug on Piper’s Islet were dry (Wilcox 
1848-9, p .44). These camps should not be confused with 
short term visits to islands to collect turtle eggs when 
settlements may not have been made. Wilcox (1848-9, p.47) 
and Huxley (Huxley J. ed. 1935, p.l44) refer to the plight 
of three natives windbound on Bird Island without water 
while collecting turtle eggs.
Hunting and Gathering
The activities of the people on the eastern coast of 
Cape York show a far more definite division of labour 
based on sex than was seen at Sydney. The men engaged in 
netting, line-fishing and spearing fish and large marine 
game, while the women collected molluscs, crustaceans, 
vegetable foods and some small game. The division of 
labour was not all-exclusive, for at times men collected 
molluscs and women fished for small fish using dilly-bags. 
However, there was no evidence of the continued employment 
of women in fishing using specialised equipment.
Fishing
The main fishing techniques are summarised in Table 
10. The methods employed varied with the nature of the 
game and the area in which it was sought. In the shallow 
waters along the coast and in the estuaries fish were 
speared and netted. The spears consisted of a light shaft
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with several hardwood prongs, barbed in some examples, and 
were used by natives wading in shallow water or from rocks 
along the shore. Harpoons were sometimes used for the 
larger fish, It has been recorded that a native working 
under favourable conditions could, in less than an hour, 
spear as many fish as he could carry (Hale and Tindale 
1933-^, p.l08)o Table 1.0 shows that several designs of 
framed nets were used, but in each case the nets 
functioned in the same way, Two men held the net between 
them and waded through waist-deep water. In some 
instances the fish were driven towards the nets by beaters 
(Hale and Tindale 1933-^j p„ll). Roth (1901, p,22) 
states that nets were not in use at Cape Bedford and 
Endeavour River, although the natives had names for them, 
If there was any environmental reason for this, it is not 
known, Line fishing was recorded widely over the area.
Brush fences were used in tidal creeks. Inland, 
these utilised the falling river levels at the onset of 
the dry season, but in coastal areas the daily tidal 
fluctuations produced the same conditions. The fish 
passed over the fence on the rising tide but were trapped 
behind it with the fall of the tide. Stone fish weirs and 
traps were adapted in the same way. The alignment of the 
walls and pockets in the trap at Hinchingbrook Island 
showed how well the Aborigines understood the feeding 
habits and longshore movements of the fish (Stephens 19^5» 
p.l). Moveable fences of grass and boughs were used by 
women in small shallow waterhol.es (Roth 1901, p.23)»
Where only small volumes of water were involved, the 
poisoning of water was practised to stupefy or kill the 
fish. Table 10 lists several plant species used as
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poisons, and in some instances different poisons were used 
in salt and fresh water« Hamlyn-Harris (1916, p .b ) claims 
that this apparent adaptation was not readily explicable 
in terms of the toxic principles involved.
Women were mainly responsible for the collection of 
molluscs and crustaceans, although men dived to collect the 
Rock Lobster, Short sharp sticks were used to spear some 
of the smaller crabs.
The hunting of turtle showed considerable variation 
throughout the year. Three types of turtle were taken: 
the Green Turtle being the most eagerly sought, but the 
Loggerhead and Hawkesbill Turtle were also hunted. Care 
was taken so that a gland, allegedly secreting poison was 
not damaged when carving the last mentioned (Banfield 1908, 
p.158). Jardine (1866, p.79) states that turtle formed 
the principal food of the natives at Somerset from 
November to February, It is probable that turtle hunting 
expeditions of some duration were made to outlying 
islands. Banks (Beaglehole ed, 1963» I I , p.l04) saw piles 
of carapaces on Eagle Island, These possibly occurred 
during the wet season, but certain other observations by 
members of the same expedition lead one to query this. On 
the same island turtle fins were found hanging in trees by 
the ship’s master, but no people were seen on the island. 
Cook (Beaglehole ed. 1955s P«37^) says the fins were so 
fresh that the men ate them. On the other hand Banks 
(Beaglehole ed. 1963? I I , p.104) states that they were so 
well dried that the men could eat them. The journal of 
Molyneux, the ship’s master, which might clarify the issue 
is in the Public Records Office, London, and does not 
relate to this period. As it stands the information
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permits two possible conclusions; firstly, that the 
natives visited the island to hunt turtle during August, 
which is during the dry season, or that they engaged in a 
form of preservation of turtle meat for future consumption 
by drying it in the sun, As both writers agree that fins 
were hung in the trees, these observations should not be 
confused with those where skulls were placed in trees as 
part of a turtle increase ritual (Hale and Tindale 1933-^5 
p . 193 King 1826, I, p. 23l)o
During the breeding season turtle lose their 
accustomed wariness and come closer inshore, and it was 
during this period that they became more important in the 
diet. At this time they were captured bare-handed by 
natives who dived under them and turned them on their 
backs, dislocating a flipper at the same time to disable 
them (MacGillivray 1852, II, p,22? Jardine 1866, p,79j 
Thomson 1.93^ t>, p a 2^-6) „ MacGillivray states that the 
Hawkesbill was not captured in this way because of the 
sharp edges to its carapace, Female turtles coming 
ashore to lay their eggs were also taken, and their eggs 
formed a valuable adjunct to the natives' diet.
Expeditions to surrounding islands were made to collect 
the eggs (Banfield I.9O8 , p,251; Huxley, Huxley, J, ed„
1935, p.144).
At other times of the year turtles were harpooned 
from outrigger and bark canoes. This was a joint activity 
involving the co-operation of several people and the prey 
was divided in accordance with rigid tradition (Thomson 
193^b, p ,247). Before the introduction of the iron 
harpoon, turtle hunting was a more exacting task because 
the turtle had to be struck in the soft part of the neck
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or flippers because the wooden dart would not penetrate 
the hard carapace. Thomson (1934b, p.246) records a 
statement by the Gan-ganda that turtle hunting was much 
more difficult when wooden harpoons were in use. McCarthy 
(1955, p.285) states that turtle was not an important
part of the food supply where the harpoon was not in use.
The controversy which surrounds the use of the 
sucker-fish in turtle hunting has probably magnified its 
importance. The controversy stems from whether the fish 
and attached line gave a purchase on the turtle by which 
it could be hauled in, or whether it merely provided an 
indication of the position of the turtle. Whichever was 
true, the method was apparently not frequently used. 
Banfield (1908, p.245) says that it was rarely used on 
Dunk Island, while Hale and Tindale (1933-4, p.llO) note 
that the natives knew of it only as being used ’long time 
ago ’ .
Thomson (1934b) provides the only detailed account 
of dugong hunting on the eastern seaboard of Cape York. 
This was carried out from outrigger canoes using 
detachable-headed harpoons. The Wudjadi, J ’a?o, Umbila 
and Gan-ganda tribes used canoes with double outriggers, 
while the Umbuigamu and the tribes to the south used 
single outriggers. Bark canoes were also used in the 
south, but here dugong hunting appears to have been less 
important than it was to the north. A minimum crew of 
three was required to man a canoe successfully, and each 
member was named from the position he occupied in the 
craft. This determined the role he played in the hunt and 
his share of the game. When landed the carcass was cut up 
and apportioned to the owner of the canoe and the crew, who, 
in turn, distributed it to the remainder of the camp in
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accordance with kinship obligations«, The meat was cut 
into strips and boiled in bailer shells. In this 
condition it would remain tolerably fresh for several days. 
The oil was prized as flavouring for other foods and for 
use in technology. A platform over dugong grazing grounds 
was seen at Princess Charlotte Bay, but Thomson (193^b, 
p.246) dismisses this as a recent introduction from Torres 
Strait.
The successful exploitation of dugong by the Kajwadji 
group of tribes appears to have depended upon the use of 
more advanced technology, particularly the use of the 
harpoon and outrigger canoe, neither of which were 
indigenous to Australia and resulted from cultural 
diffusion from the north. In accepting them into their 
culture the Ka:wadji were able to capitalise on the 
potential of their environment to a greater extent than 
the tribes to the south, some of which possessed only the 
harpoon and the indigenous bark canoe. Thus the 
distinctive features of the Katwadji economy might be 
related to cultural factors rather than to the 
characteristics of the environment, although this may have 
had some non-causative influence. The effects of this 
specialisation can be traced even further. Successful 
dugong hunting depended upon the co-operation of at least 
three males, and thus the size of the group maintaining 
face-to-face relations must have been larger than where 
more individualistic activities were followed. The 
obtaining of sufficient flesh food for several days meant 
that hunting was not such a pressing need during times 
when dugong and turtle were plentiful.
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The hunting of crocodiles is recorded in several 
places (Banfield I9O8 , p,277; Roth 1901, p p 024-59 Hale and 
Tindale 1933~^3 p„109)j but their importance in the total 
diet is open to question. They were probably more 
important to people living on estuaries than those on 
exposed coasts,
Hunting of Land Animals
While the available information indicates that marine 
derived foods were pre-eminent in the coastal. Aborigines' 
diet, some time was spent hunting and collecting in their 
hinterlands. It is impossible to detect any seasonal 
pattern in this, but it is probable that these activities 
became more important towards the end of the wet season 
and the early dry season when vegetable foods were most 
abundant and stormy conditions made fishing more difficult. 
Among the Ka:wadji at least this did not lead to any 
permanent movement away from the coastal areas.
The references to the hunting of land animals are 
summarised in Table 11. The methods used in hunting 
kangaroos, wallabies and larger game varied with the size 
of the hunting party. If only one or a few hunters were 
involved the game was stalked and speared, but if larger 
numbers were present organised drives, sometimes using 
fire and nets, were made. Pits were used to trap 
wallabies. Small game taken included bandicoots, flying 
foxes, lizards, and during the wet season, frogs and 
snails. Insect foods included green ants, grubs, larvae 
and honey.
The range of hunting methods used in trapping birds 
was possibly greater than in other areas, but this
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impression might be due to the thoroughness oh R o t h ’s 
observations there. Larger birds were speared, simple- 
pointed spears being used on land and multi-pronged spears 
over water (Roth 1901, p,27)° Snares and lawyer cane 
traps were employed to catch Scrub-Turkeys» Where smaller 
birds were known to fly in flocks along definite paths, 
these were knocked down with switches, Apart from the use 
of a purse net to catch roosting Swamp Peasants (Roth I9O I , 
P.27), there is no record of nets being used to catch birds 
even though such methods were in use in the south-western 
parts of the Peninsula,,
Vegetable Foods
Even to the most casual observers it was obvious that 
the Aborigines had a considerable knowledge of the plants 
and plant communities in their area. It seemed to hurt 
Banks’ pride as a gentleman-botanist to observe that 'tho 
their manner of life, but one degree removd from Brutes, 
does not seem to promise much yet they had some knowledge 
of plants, as we plainly could percieve their having names 
for them’ (Banks, Beaglehole ed. 19^3 9 I I5 p.ll6).
Table 12 lists the references to vegetable foods in 
the literature surveyed by the writer. Numerically, 
fruits form the largest part of the list, but this is 
probably not a true reflection of their importance in the 
diet. Fruits were usually gathered and eaten while on the 
move and only some species were brought back to camp to 
undergo any form of preparation. Many soft fruits were 
available only for limited time periods. Various 
rootstocks, particularly the Dioscoria and Ipomoea yams, 
the tubers of the water-lily and the corms of several
13 2
swamp rushes a p pear to have bee n  the most important 
sources of v e g e t a b l e  food, The R o u n d  Yam (D i o s c o r i a  
s a t i v a ) was collected in great quantities d u r i n g  the wet 
season when it was easily d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by its g r o w i n g 
tops. It was also h a r v e s t e d  in the dry season, probably 
in smaller q u a n t i t i e s , w h e n  it was recognised b y  the dried 
off stalks (Banks, Beaglehole ed, 1 9 6 3 ? I I , p.!27)° Like 
m a n y  other tubers it u n d e rwent elaborate p r e p a r a t i o n  to 
remove unpl e a s a n t  or toxic elements, P r e p a r a t i o n  involved 
v ariations on grating, w a s h i n g  and cooking, w i t h  some 
m i n o r  d ifferences b e t w e e n  areas. The W a l m b a r i a  tribe 
p r e pared the tuber by g r a t i n g  it, w a s h i n g  the pulp in 
several changes of w a t e r  and b o i l i n g  it in a b a i l e r  shell 
(Hale and T i n d a l e  1 9 3 3 - ^ + 9  pell3)> a technique made 
possible by  the size of these shells. The J e flandji, an 
inland tribe, p r e p a r e d  the tuber by  b a k i n g  then m a s h i n g  
it, s t r a ining the pulp in a grass dilly-bag, w a s h i n g  the 
r e s u l t i n g  slurry and s t r a i n i n g  it in a d e p r e s s i o n  in the 
sand (Roth 1901, pp,ll-2), The k n o w ledge of these
techniques was w i d e s p r e a d  in Australia, Local variations 
were p r o bably due to e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  with p a r t i c u l a r  
s p e c i e s „
Similar m e t h o d s  were used in the p r e p a r a t i o n  of the 
nuts of the Cycas m e dia palm, the seeds of the M o r e t o n  Bay 
Chestnut (C a s t a n o s p e r m u m  a u s t r a l e ), the Matchbox Bean 
(Entada s c a n d e n s ) and the radicles and h y p o c o t y l  of the 
mangroves Bruguiera rheedii and A v i c e n n i a  o f f i c i n a l i s „
The p r e p a r a t i o n  of these involved various sequences of 
c o o k i n g  by roasting, s t e a m i n g  or boiling, b r e a k i n g  up by 
cutting, gr a t i n g  or crushing, and l e a c h i n g  by washing.
The p r e p a r a t i o n  of  the M a t c h b o x  B e a n  was evi d e n t l y  so
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arduous, in relation to the results produced, that it was 
regarded more as a stand-by than a staple. However, this 
and the fruits of the Pandanus were important because they 
served to tide the natives over lean periods when other 
food was unprocurable.
Water
While it was noted previously that the lack of 
permanent water supplies prevented long term settlement 
being made on some islands, the marked wet and dry seasons 
also affected the availability of surface water on the 
mainland, During the dry season wells were sunk in the 
beaches just above high tide level and along the banks of 
estuaries (Thomson 1933 9 p,458, 193^+b , p,24l; Hale and 
Tindale 1933-^ 9 p 0ll6). Thomson (l93^b, p,24l) records 
that the water obtained from these wells was too brackish 
for the European palate. Away from the coast Pandanus 
palms were regarded as indicators showing likely spots for 
the sinking of successful wells (Roth 1901, p,8), The 
lateral bulges of the Melaleuca were also tapped for small 
quantities of water (Roth 1901, p,8), but the overall, 
importance of this source is not indicated.
Material Culture
The equipment used in fishing by the Aborigines on 
the eastern coast of Cape York showed far more variety 
than that in use further to the south. To some extent 
this was the result of cultural diffusion from the north, 
but this does not account for every difference between the 
two. As in the Sydney area, the most common fishing spear 
consisted of a shaft with three or four barbed, hardwood
13k
prongs* The harpoon used in hunting dugong, turtle and 
large fish was probably introduced from the north and was 
in use as far south as Keppel Islands (McCarthy 1955? 
p,286), well to the south of the study area* The shaft 
consisted of a long straight piece of light wood with a 
socket in the end to accommodate the harpoon head* In 
most instances iron harpoons were in use* The original 
heads were about one foot long and made of hardwood, some 
being barbed with a wooden peg* On penetrating the prey 
the head pulled free from the shaft, and the rope attached 
to it served to connect the hunter and his prey. In some 
areas wooden floats were attached to the line to aid in 
tiring the game.
The fish hooks used in the area fall into two groups. 
To the north a composite hook made from a slip of bone 
lashed to a tapering pencil of wood was used (Roth 1901, 
p.2l). Crescent shaped hooks of shell, similar to those 
in use at Sydney, were seen at Dunk Island (Banfield 1908, 
pp.266-7)? Tully River and Cape Grafton (Roth 1901, p.20) 
and at Endeavour River (Banks, Beaglehole ed. 1963? II? 
p.130)* Massola (1956, p.15) makes brief mention of a 
hook from Cape Grafton made from freshwater mussel shell.
He attributed its 'bent pin' shape to local evolution and 
the influence of the different material used, but 
attributes the previous differences in design to 
historical rather than environmental factors.
Unlike the Sydney tribes whose knowledge of net 
making was not extended to the manufacture of fishing nets, 
the Cape York natives did employ nets in fishing. However, 
the range of designs in use was not as great as that 
evident in the riverine areas of New South Wales. The nets
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were of a shallow bag-shape and mounted on an oval frame. 
The fixed frames could only be used by two people, but it 
was possible for nets with a hinged, folding frame to be 
used single-handed.
The adoption of the outrigger canoe was an important 
factor in enabling the Kaswadji to capitalise more fully 
on the potential of their environment. Two canoe designs 
were present in the area; the double outrigger being used 
in the north and the single outrigger to the south. These 
have been described in detail by Roth (1910, pp.12-4) and 
Thomson (193^b, p.243)«. In each design the hull consisted 
of a hollowed out tree trunk. Hale and Tindale disagree 
with Roth (19IO, p.ll) that the single outrigger was a 
local modification of the double outrigger and claim that 
both were due to external influences different in time 
(Hale and Tindale 1933-^ , p.l.2l). As well as these basic 
differences in design, there was considerable variation in 
bow and stern design. Hale and Tindale (1933-^> p.118)
describe four different bow and two stern designs from the 
Princess Charlotte Bay area. Thomson (1956> p.7 6 ) states 
that the modification of the bow to form a projecting lip 
provided a platform on which the harpooner could stand. At 
Princess Charlotte Bay the Lama-lama people had access to 
the trees most commonly used in canoe manufacture and 
traded finished canoes with the Mudumui and Walmbaria 
tribes (Hale and Tindale 1933-^» p p .117-8). Thomson (1952, 
Map 1) gives the distribution of outrigger canoes on the 
east coast as extending a little to the south of Endeavour 
River, but explorers' accounts, show that they were seen 
much further south. Cook (Beaglehole ed. 19555 P-337)? 
saw an outrigger canoe at Cumberland Island off what is now
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Proserpine,, A footnote by the editor refers to a 
statement by Pickersgill that this was the first outrigger 
canoe seen. One can infer from Huxley's statements that 
outrigger canoes were seen at Palm Island, particularly 
when he says that the natives of Gould (Goold) Island to 
the north approached their ship, 'this time in ordinary 
small bark canoes' (Huxley, Huxley, J. ed. 1935* p.139)» 
Banfield (19O8, p„238) states that outriggers were in use
20 miles to the north of Dunk Island. His dismissal of a 
local native's description of the manufacture of an 
outrigger canoe as imagination and the result of travel, 
may not have been justified in the light of the previous 
observations. However, in these more southern areas, the 
outrigger did not displace the indigenous bark canoe, as 
it appears to have done north of the Endeavour River.
The hunting spear used in the area consisted of a 
single pronged spear barbed with a bone bipoint. At 
least three types of fighting spear were used in the area, 
many of these barbed with elaborate arrangements of 
stingray spines. The spear thrower in use is
distinguished from those previously described by the shell 
grip at one end. This consisted of two bailer-shell 
discs bound with string and cemented with beeswax. The 
purpose of this grip was said to be that it prevented the 
spear-thrower slipping from the hand when being used as a 
parrying stick to deflect spears in a fight (Hale and 
Tindale 1933-^» p .100). Shields were known but not used 
in the area. The Lama-lama knew of the boomerang but did 
not make them (Hale and Tindale 1933-^+> p.172).
The ground stone axe had apparently been used in 
hollowing out the canoe (Hale and Tindale 1933-^? p.llj),
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although at the time the writers were in the area none 
were in use. Crude hand-choppers produced by breaking 
pebbles were the only other stone implements recorded in 
the literature. The lower jawbone of the wallaby with the 
incisor still in place was used as a scraper or chisel, 
the tooth being broken from time to time to produce a 
fresh cutting edge. Bone gouges were also recorded in the 
area. A small flat piece of wood was employed to smooth 
the resin applied to joints in spears.
In the preparation of food, bamboo knives (Thomson 
1934b, p.247), land snail-shell scrapers (Banfield 1908, 
p.260) and crude stone choppers (Hale and Tindale 1933-4, 
P.131) were used in cutting, while wooden mallets and 
millstones served to pound, crush and grind vegetable 
foods. The scarcity of suitable stone in the Gan-ganda 
tribal area led these people to value their grinding 
stones very highly (Hale and Tindale 1933-4, p.l3l)«
Other domestic utensils included the digging stick and 
various bags, baskets, troughs and gourds used as 
transport receptacles. Net bags were manufactured from 
acacia bark and cabbage palm fibre in sizes ranging from 
three inches to two feet in diameter and in various mesh 
sizes. Some of the finer ones were used as strainers. The 
bark troughs were pleated at each end and secured with a 
wooden skewer or bound with twine. Gourds fitted with 
grass corks and filled with water were seen at Goold 
Island and Weary Bay (Cunningham 1819-22, II, p,29).
Coconut and nautilus shells were used as drinking vessels, 
but perhaps the most striking utensil of this type was the 
bailer shell, which, with the ventral surface broken away, 
was used to hold water, various types of food, bail canoes,
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and also as a vessel in which food could be boiled on a 
fire .
Little or no clothing was worn. Young girls wore 
pubic tassels of string and some men wore strips of bark 
hanging from a belt. In contrast to this, the variety of 
ornaments worn was exceedingly rich. Hale and Tindale 
(1 9 3 3-^, p p .l4l-3) depict several designs of shell 
necklaces and pendants, reed and grass necklaces, pandanus 
palm armlets, leg rattles and string belts. Hair pendants, 
net cloaks and string bands were worn during mourning 
(Hale and Tindale 1933-^, p.98 ). Most men and women at
Princess Charlotte Bay had their noses pierced and wore 
various kinds of nose-pegs made of wood, bamboo or bone. 
Some men also had their ear lobes pierced and artificially 
distended. Cook observed similar features at Endeavour 
River (Cook, Beaglehole ed. 1955s P-395)»
Rock shelters provided the only permanent shelters in 
the area, and where present were utilised by large bodies 
of natives over long periods. Hale and Tindale (l933-^> 
pp.123-^0 divide the house types into the categories of 
temporary and semi-permanent shelters. Temporary shelters 
were usually constructed when on short excursions from the 
main camps and consisted of semi-circular breakwinds of 
saplings or canes covered with bark and bushes. The open 
side faced away from the prevailing wind. The more 
permanent shelters consisted of a dome-shaped framework 
of boughs thatched with bark and covered with grass and 
bushes. These huts were up to ten feet in diameter. 
Thomson (193^8, p.24l) relates the differences in house 
type and the siting of the camp to seasonal factors. At 
Stewart River the Gan-ganda built windbreaks, similar to
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those described above, along the edge of the river or just 
inside the fringing riverine forest during the dry season, 
but with the coming of the wet season the camp was moved 
to the open seashore and more permanent, dome-shaped huts 
were built„ Shade huts were also erected in the camps to 
provide shelter from the sun during the day.
The economic life of the coastal groups of eastern 
Cape York show a considerable degree of adaptation to the 
marine environment. However, because of the greater 
amount of more detailed information on the area, it is 
evident that this specialisation was not uniform over the 
whole area, The Lama-lama people on the estuaries of the 
North Kennedy and Normanby Rivers were largely an inland 
dwelling people (Hale and Tindale 1933-^ +5 p.69). Among 
those tribes gaining a livelihood from the sea, the 
hunting of large marine game was more important to the 
north of Princess Charlotte Bay than it was further south. 
In either case the activities of the people, their 
material culture and the movements around their tribal 
territory reflected their specialisation in the 
exploitation of their marine environment.
THE GROUPS OF THE WESTERN COAST OF CAPE YORK
The Munggan tribe figures pre-eminently in the 
literature of this area, the tribe being studied in some 
detail by McConnel and Thomson. However, Thomson is very 
imprecise in defining the groups he studied and as a 
result of this care must be exercised in the interpretation 
of his material. Both Thomson and McConnel agree that the 
Munggan tribal area extended from the upper reaches of the 
Archer River almost to the coast (McConnel 1930, p.97;
Thomson 1939? p°21l)„ The coastal strip appears to have 
been inhabited by kindred coastal tribes and not by the 
Munggan, In his paper on the Munggan Thomson (1939.) 
refers to coastal camps and Plate XXIII shows a dry season 
camp on the coast at Cape Keerweer, well outside the area 
defined as the Munggan tribal territory. According to 
McConnel this area was settled by the Ngadanja tribe 
(McConnel 1930, p,19l) or the Algan tribe (McConnel 1937» 
p.XVIII)» The major part of Thomson’s work undoubtedly 
refers to the group on the Archer River estuary near the 
Aurukun Mission., which he studied from December 1932 to 
August 1933 s whil e the more incidental references relate 
to the people he encountered on his trips from this base 
camp up the Watson and Archer Rivers and southwards down 
the coast as far as Cape Keerweer (Thomson 1933» p.ll).
Much of McConnel’s work applies to the same area. In 
I927-8 she spent most of her time on the Archer River, 
returning to the Aurukun Mission in 193^ to further her 
studies (McConnel 1937, pp.XIII, XV),
Thus a large part of the material refers to the 
activities of one or several associated clans (in the sense 
defined by McConnel (1930, p.l8l), who occupied the
northern shore of the Archer-Watson estuary. It could be 
argued that this group should not be included in a study 
of coastal groups since they lived on an estuary, but its 
inclusion can be justified on the grounds that these 
people inhabited a coastal area for some part of the year 
at least, and exploited marine resources during this time.
Practically no information is available on the groups 
who inhabited the sea coast near the mouth of the Archer. 
The people at Aurukun were divided into two types; the
141
coastal people who lived mainly on fish, clams, cockles, 
oysters, crabs, turtle and dugong, and who occasionally 
gathered inland foods, and the inland-dwelling people 
(personal communication from Rev. W.F. Mackenzie, former 
Superintendent of Aurukun Mission). The Ngadanja tribe 
concentrated about the two arms of the sea called Yoinka 
and Arimanka (McConnel 1930 * p«98) and were probably 
engaged mainly in hunting and gathering marine foods. The 
material culture of the Djonggandji, described by Thomson 
(1934a, p.229) suggests that their economy was oriented 
towards the exploitation of their marine environment. In 
none of these instances is a detailed account of the 
economic life available.
From McConnel and Thomson’s accounts of the Munggan 
it is immediately apparent that their food source 
orientation differed radically from that in the other 
coastal areas discussed. During the wet season the groups 
studied lived in more or less permanent camps on well- 
drained land near rivers or on the raised beaches inland 
from the coast. During this time fish, shellfish and 
crabs formed a very important part of the flesh diet, and 
were supplemented by kangaroos, tortoises, crocodiles and 
the flesh and eggs of waterfowl. Turtle and dugong were 
hunted in the sea of the Archer River (McConnel 1930? 
p .103, 1953? p.6) and at Albatross Bay (Thomson 1939? 
pp.202, 212), but whether the Munggan were involved is not 
clear. Vegetable foods do not appear to have been very 
important during this period, being restricted to several 
types of fruit and other vegetable foods obtained in small 
quantities. Thomson (1939? p°21l) found that while the 
Munggan did engage in fishing they were much less
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dependent upon the sea than the tribes on the eastern 
coast of Cape York. Nomadic life began at the end of the 
wet season, and from this time until the height of the dry 
season vegetable foods formed a major part of the diet, 
together with fish, wallabies and honey, As the dry 
season progressed vegetable foods became more scarce and 
remained so until the end of the wet season. Possums, 
native cats, bandicoots, goannas and honey became 
important sources of food during the latter part of the 
dry season. Thus, unlike the other coastal areas where 
marine foods appear to have been important throughout the 
year, the economic life of the Munggan was an annual cycle 
in which various types of food became important at 
different seasons of the year, and the way of life of the 
Munggan changed with the changes in food supply. At one 
season groups may have led a similar life to that of the 
coastal groups described earlier, but at others a life 
more like that of inland nomadic groups.
Hunting and Gathering
Because of the cyclic pattern in the activities of 
the Munggan, their hunting methods varied with the season. 
Thomson (1939» p.209) considers that an onlooker, seeing 
the diverse occupations of the one group at different 
times of the year, might conclude that he was in fact 
studying different groups. Because of this the importance 
of the men and women in their roles as food gatherers 
would also vary. During the late dry season and the major 
part of the wet season vegetable foods were scarce and the 
women's time was taken up in the collection of shellfish, 
crabs, tortoises and the eggs of waterfowl and crocodiles.
1^3
At this tirne the men were engaged in fishing and hunting 
kangaroos« With the waning of the wet season and the 
beginning of the great vegetable harvest the importance of 
the women's contribution to the food supply would have 
increased greatly,
Fishing
During the wet season when more or less permanent 
camps were established the main fishing methods used (see 
Table 13) were spearing and netting, In estuaries the 
larger fish were speared from bark canoes, the 'bone-fish' 
being speared at night with the aid of tea-tree torches 
(McConnel 1930? p.lOl). As the floodwaters receded 
towards the end of the wet season fish fences and traps 
were built in the streams carrying the receding floodwaters 
and the sheets of shallow water left on the plains were 
scoured with nets. The netting of fish continued through 
the early part of the dry season, but once the fish became 
concentrated in the deep permanent lagoons poisoning could 
be effectively employed (Thomson 1939? p.2l4). No 
description of the types of net or fish poisons used was 
given, but Roth ( I90.I , p , 22) states that the non-folding, 
oval-framed net was used on the Embley, Pennefather and 
Batavia Rivers and folding oval-framed nets were in use 
over the whole of the Peninsula, He makes the additional 
observation that among the Nggerigudi on the Pennefather 
River nets were manufactured and used by women only.
Three fish poisons in use on the western coast are listed 
in Table 7» Line fishing was employed during the winter 
months on the upper reaches of the rivers (McConnel 1930? 
p.101) but neither Thomson nor McConnel record the
practice on the estuary, Thomson depicts a fish hook made 
by the Munggan (Thomson 1939? fig» l)» The women were 
responsible for the collection of shellfish which formed 
an important part of the diet during the wet season, Roth 
(I.9OI, p p . 17-9) lists 43 molluscs utilised for food in the 
area. Turtle and dugong were hunted by the people living 
on the coast, both from outrigger and bark cannoes.
Hunting Methods
Like the fishing methods, the choice of hunting 
methods (see Table 1.4) takes on a new perspective when 
viewed in their seasonal context. During the rainy season 
the kangaroos could be stalked and speared more easily 
under the shelter of high winds, Roth (1901, p.29) 
records that the natives on the Pennefather River smeared 
themselves with yellow ochre to kill the smell of 
perspiration and to make themselves resemble an anthill.
A disguise of branches was carried when stalking emus 
(Roth 1901, p,26). The wet season growth prevented 
organised drives being made during the early dry season 
even though sufficient numbers were present. Once the 
vegetation could be burned organised drives towards 
ambushes or with fire were employed. Where fire was used 
the men stood before it and speared the animals as they 
fled, The women followed up the fire digging out the bush 
rats, bandicoots, snakes and lizards which had taken 
refuge from the fire (McConnel 1930, p.lOl). After the 
grass had been burnt, game was more easily seen but more 
difficult to stalk. An example cited by Thomson (1939» 
P.217) shows how well the Aborigines understood the habits 
of the animals they hunted, and also how they capitalised
on the peculiarities of the local area. The raised 
beaches along the coast were clothed with dense tree cover, 
while the country on either side was bare. Because the 
wallabies took refuge in this cover during the day and 
were loath to leave it when disturbed, it was possible to 
drive them along the ridge towards a waiting ambush. The 
swamps provided a considerable supply of wildfowl during 
the wet season and these were speared (McConnel 1953» p .26) 
or knocked down with long switches (Roth 1901, p.27)» At 
the end of the wet season when the ground was soft women 
dug for bush rats (McConnel 1930» p.103)»
Vegetable Foods
Table 15 lists the references to plant foods eaten by 
the Aborigines in the area. The importance of vegetable 
food and the species harvested varied throughout the year. 
With the onset of the dry season the great vegetable 
harvest began. Root stocks comprised a large proportion 
of the produce collected at this time. The Long and Round 
Yams (Dioscoria transversa and D. sativa) and the 
Arrowroot (Tacca pinnatifida) as well as the seeds of the 
White and Black Mangroves ( Avicennia marina and Bruguiera 
rheedii) underwent involved preparation to leach toxic 
elements, The methods employed do not differ substantially 
from those discussed earlier. With the progression of the 
dry season vegetable foods became less abundant. The 
Round Yam was still available but other foods, including 
the corms of the swamp rushes Scirpus littoralis and 
H e 1iocharis sphaceta, and the fruit of the Nonda Plum, 
became important. The latter was stored in dry sand where 
it became dessicated. This fruit and stored tubers of the
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Round Yarn provided some food during the wet season when 
vegetable foods were particularly scarce„ At this time 
vegetable foods were restricted to Ficus and Eugenia 
fruits s the Black Fruit ( Vit ex gl.abra t-a ) , and several 
casual foods3 including the Matchbox Bean which was eaten 
as a standby rather than a relished food.
Water
When surface water supplies became exhuasted in the 
dry season several methods were used to obtain water. In 
coastal areas wells were sunk into the shell beds 
associated with the raised beaches (Thomson 1939? p.2l6). 
In cases of extreme scarcity, the lateral bulges in the 
Melaleuca trunks were tapped (Roth I9 O I , p.12).
Material Culture
The duality of the Munggan economy might be expected 
to promote significant differences in their material 
culture, but this was not so. The range of techniques and 
equipment used in their economic life was comparable with 
that in use on the eastern coast of Cape York where 
similar contact was probably experienced. The literature 
suggests minor differences, but in most instances these 
may have been more apparent than real, and stem from 
McConnel's (1953) more thorough descriptions of Munggan 
material culture.
The spears used in fishing had three prongs of 
hardwood barbed with bone and a softwood shaft, a single- 
pronged barbless spear and a bamboo spear with a barbed, 
single-pronged hardwood head 0 It is probable that none of 
these spears was used exclusively in fishing. The harpoon
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head depicted by Thomson (1939s Fig« l) appears comparable 
with those described earlier« The nets used in fishing 
were made of acacia bark twine and mounted on fixed or 
folding oval frames« The fish hooks consisted of a bone 
barb set in resin and lashed with sinew to a pencil of 
wood.
Two types of canoe were used in the area; the 
indigenous bark canoe and the outrigger canoe. The double 
outrigger but not the single outrigger was used in the 
area, and at the time of European contact the use of the 
double outrigger had only spread as far south as the 
Batavia River (Thomson 1934a, p.229; McConnel 1953? p »9)°
It subsequently spread further south to Cape Keerweer.
The initial borrowing appears to have taken place some 
considerable time ago since native names are used for all 
parts of the canoe and well-grounded traditions governing 
the choice of materials were evident (Thomson 1934a, p,23l)® 
Unlike the situation on the eastern coast of Cape York 
where the outrigger canoe displaced the indigenous bark 
canoe9 both were retained with specialised uses. The 
outrigger was used as a seagoing craft for hunting dugong 
and turtle, while the bark canoe was largely an estuarine 
craft used in fishing and for transport on the rivers. It 
was used by the coastal people at Albatross Bay for 
hunting dugong and turtle (Thomson 1939? p,212), Because 
of the seasonal changes in the way of life of the Munggan 
the bark canoe was only important during the wet season 
and early dry season when travel was difficult. Later it 
appears to have been discarded. The bark canoe was made 
from a strip of Messmate bark sewn at each end with cane; 
the sides being drawn together with straps of green
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hibiscus bark and kept open by forked sticks supporting 
ties. Canoes were constructed at the end of the wet 
season when the sap was flowing and the bark could be 
stripped from the trees (Thomson 1939s p.219)»
McConnel (19539 pp<> 25-6) describes six spear designs 
used in hunting, and an additional seven evidently used 
only in warfare0 The bamboo spear used in fishing was 
also employed in hunting birds and goannas, and the 
different weights of multi-pronged spears barbed with bone 
were used in hunting emu, wallaby, jabiru and large game, 
Spear-throwers were of similar design to those encountered 
on the eastern coast of Cape York, Hardwood clubs, 
sometimes ending in a rounded knob were used in fighting 
at close quarters and for warding off spears. Neither 
shields nor boomerangs were encountered in the area, but 
McConnel (19539 p 06 ) states that the boomerang was 
recorded in Algan legends as having been used to clear 
scrub, and that while no boomerangs were in use McConnel 
(1953s P 06) states that they could still be made. Bows 
and arrows were seen in the area but had no economic 
significance. They were used in ceremonial dances 
(McConnel 1953 9 p,23.) and by children shooting at fish 
(Hale and Tindale 1933-4, p.172).
Information on the utensils used in the manufacture 
of equipment is very sparse, McConnel*s (1953) account 
alone remains the only work treating this aspect of 
culture in any detail at all. As stone and flint are 
lacking over most of the area, axes and knives were rare 
and valued possessions. Shells and wallaby jawbones served 
as scrapers and took the place of the flint implements 
used in other areas. Wallaby incisors were used as
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engravers and bone awls were employed boring holes in bark, 
particularly in the sewing of canoe ends, A drill made 
from a conical shell lashed to a stick twirled between the 
palms of the hands was used to bore holes in shell for 
the manufacture of necklaces. Small wooden pallets or 
spear-smoothers were employed in smoothing the hot gum on 
spear joints and points.
For the collection and preparation of food bark 
troughs, string dilly-bags and grass baskets were made.
The size of the weave in the grass baskets varied with the 
purpose for which it was used. Tightly woven ones were 
made to carry honey, and some were woven with a solid base 
and open sides to serve as a colander. Wooden mallets 
were used in pounding Heliocharis corms and shells 
provided knives and spoons. The large bailer shell made a 
vessel in which foods could be boiled.
Clothing was rarely worn by either sex. String 
aprons of various designs were worn by women on particular 
occasions and the design indicated its significance,
String headbands and girdles were worn, together with 
shell necklaces and pendants. Both sexes favoured shell 
nose pegs. Men alone wore wooden ear cylinders and 
pandanus arm bands,
The huts constructed by the Munggan showed both the 
effect of seasonal variation and outside cultural 
influence. During the dry season a semi-circular 
breakwind of bushes was the most commonly built shelter, 
but in the early dry season when mosquitoes were still 
troublesome the sleeping platform was used. This was 
probably of Papuan origin and consisted of a simple 
platform supported on four sticks and covered with a bed
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of melaleuca bark, Fires were lighted beneath the 
platform to drive away mosquitoes, Wet season huts were 
built to several designs, A second framework similar to 
that of the sleeping platform was built above the sleeping 
platform and covered with long strips of bark, Dome­
shaped houses with a framework of pliant saplings bent and 
lashed in the centre and roofed with melaleuca bark were 
also built, Bough shelters were used during the day in 
hot weather.,
The economic life of the Munggan differed from that 
of the coastal groups previously studied in that it had a 
dual charactero The economy showed a marked difference in 
food source orientation at different seasons, During the 
dry season the Munggan led a life which, in many respects, 
was similar to the nomadic life of inland groups, but 
during the wet season their activities differed little 
from those of the coastal groups discussed previously, 
However, the duality of their economy had little obvious 
effect on their material culture. If one excludes the 
outrigger canoe and harpoon which were doubtful components 
of the Munggan cultural kit, few of their array of 
weapons and utensils were used exclusively in their life 
on the coast. The canoe was valued for fishing but was 
also very necessary as a means of transport about the 
flooded coastal plains. Both nets and fish hooks were 
employed in inland areas, and the 'fish spear' a design 
normally associated exclusively with fishing was also used 
in hunting land animals. The economic activities of the 
Munggan underline how little specialised their material 
culture was and how it could be used successfully to 
exploit a considerable range of environments.
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(ill) POPULATION MOVEMENTS AND DENSITIES
The material available on these aspects suffers from 
all the shortcomings outlined in Chapter 2. The early 
observers did not remain in the one area long enough to 
become aware of the movements of the people or to gain any 
accurate estimate of their numbers 0 Even where groups 
were studied in greater depth by anthropologists, little 
interest was shown in such questions«
The Southeastern Coast of Australia
Contrary to the popularly accepted notion that people 
in coastal areas lived in relatively stable and sedentary 
groupss the available evidence suggests that the Aborigines 
at Port Jackson9 at least, were highly mobile, probably 
within closely defined limits. Bradley (1786-92, pp.73-6) 
records that on 30th January 1788, 72 men, excluding 
women and children, were seen on the northern arm of Port 
Jackson« No natives were seen during the next two days«
On 5th February small parties were seen in every part of 
the harbour« No one group appears to have been associated 
with a particular area, On 30th March in the same year a 
party of 30 people in 17 canoes arrived at a bay in the 
harbour and remained there until 2nd April, when they 
moved two coves up the harbour« The following day another 
party arrived and camped in the caves the former had left 
(Bradley 1786-92, pp«98-9)* Arnold (l8l0) states that the 
normal 'hord' consisted of about 20 persons« Blackburn 
(1788) considered the family the most common unit, 40 
being the greatest number seen together under normal 
conditions and groups of 300 very exceptional. Very large
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groups were transient and probably related to the arrival 
of schools of fish, whale feasts and ceremonial activities, 
Tooth avulsion ceremonies were carried out in February and 
Hunter (1793* p.506) recorded the presence of over 100 at 
one ceremony. The largest number of huts seen together 
was, according to Tench (1789, p.106) just over twelve.
As well as the short term changes described above, Hunter 
(1793 , p .65) records that the number of natives seen 
around Sydney decreased during March and April, and since 
the numbers inland did not appear to increase, conjectured 
that they moved northwards. Phillip (H.R.N.S.W., I, ii , 
p.192) denies this but offers no alternative opinion. It 
is possible that during the lean periods the larger groups 
dispersed and family units spread themselves more thinly 
along the coast, giving the appearance of a depopulation 
in any one area.
Any estimate of population in the Sydney area must 
relate to the period before April 1789. because at this 
time small-pox began to appear among the natives and 
reached plague proportions by 1790* Contemporary 
observations suggest that it reduced the native population 
by at least half (Phillip H.R.N.S.W., I, i i , p.308; Hunter 
1793j p.133; Collins 1798, p.598). The only concerted 
effort to assess the native population at Sydney was when 
Phillip ordered a census to be taken of all the natives 
and canoes visible on Port Jackson. It produced the 
following results: 67 canoes, tyk men, women and 9
children (Bradley 1786-92, p.119). Phillip states that 
133 people were seen and was surprised at the smallness of 
the total. He concluded that many people were away in the 
woods getting bark for canoes (Phillip H.R.N.S.W., I, ii, 
p.191) • Phillip (1788) estimates that 1,500 Aborigines
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lived on the coast around Botany Bay, Port Jackson and 
Broken Bay, including the intermediate coast« If this 
total is calculated against the area of land between the 
northern side of Botany Bay in the south and the southern 
side of Broken Bay as far west as Berowra Creek, this 
gives a density of five persons per square mile* When 
calculated against the length of shoreline involved, this 
total gives a figure of just over four people per mile of 
coast« No other estimates are available against which 
Phillip’s figure could be checked« Arnold ( 1.810 ) makes 
the vague statement that 200,000 acres was necessary to 
support 20 people, and this gives a population density of 
one person per 15.6 square miles, a figure well below the 
density in other coastal areas«
The Eastern Coast of Cape York
While Thomson gives in various papers a reasonably 
detailed account of the economic life of the Gan-ganda, he 
gives no indication of the size or number of family units 
comprising the group he was studying. Seasonal changes in 
its composition were evidently not great and only small 
parties left it to go inland for short periods. The major 
move to the exposed coast at the onset of the wet season 
was made by the group as a unit. In other areas the 
Aborigines may have left the coast for longer periods. 
Morril (I863? p«9) was stranded on Cape Cleveland for l4 
days in April before being found by the natives, and Cook 
did not see any Aborigines for 25 consecutive days of his 
stay at Endeavour River during June, July and August (Cook, 
Beaglehole ed. 19559 pp«3^9~57)° Natives were in the near 
vicinity of his camp during this period. As well as any
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movement inland there were also visits of unknown duration 
to outlying islands where shell heaps and hut frames gave 
evidence of their occupation.
Very few direct population figures are available for 
this area. The size of groups most frequently seen ranged 
up to 30» Wilcox saw 150 people at Evan's Bay, but 
records that they did not stay long because of the 
shortage of food (Wilcox 1848-9? p.49). At the time when 
ceremonial dances were held on Flinder's Island, the camp 
at Apa consisted of 11 huts (Hale and Tindale 1933-4,
P.123) • Jardine (1.866, p.83) assessed the population of 
the four northern-most, tribes on Cape York (these appear 
to have been four sub-groups of the Djagaraga tribe) as 
being between 250 and 300 men. Even if the lower figure 
is accepted and calculated against the tribal area given 
by Tindale (1940) it gives the impossibly high figure of 
12 people per square mile and 35 people per mile of 
coastline. Hale and Tindale (1933-4, p.79.) reconstruct 
from genealogies the population of the Walmbaria tribe two 
generations ago and come to the conclusion that 
approximately 100 people lived on Flinders Island and 
Bathurst Head, and this gives a density of two per square 
mile .
The Western Coast of Cape York
The seasonal movements of the Munggan are better 
documented than those of the tribes in the preceding areas. 
During the wet season large permanent camps were 
established along the rivers and on the raised beaches. 
Movements were restricted by flooding. As the floodwaters 
receded groups began a more nomadic life. While vegetable
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food and game were abundant larger groups continued to 
hunt together, but as the dry season progressed groups 
became progressively smaller. The basic hunting unit was 
the family plus one or more old relatives. At the height 
of the dry season a further concentration of population 
sometimes occurred when scarcity of water forced groups to 
range in close vicinity of available water. The area 
occupied by each clan was between 50 and 100 square miles, 
but at any one time the population could be augmented or 
depleted by visiting friends and relatives who were 
invited to gather periodically on such favourite hunting 
grounds as the panja swamps, the water-lily lagoons and 
the lower reaches of the rivers when fish were plentiful 
(McConnel 1930, p,18l),
M c C o n n e l 1s estimates provide the only indications of 
the Munggan population. Before contact she postulates 
that the tribe numbered between 1,500 and 2,000 people and 
occupied an area of approximately 3?000 square miles 
(McConnel 1930, p«97)° At a larger scale she estimates 
that the size of each clan was between 40 and 50 members 
and it occupied an area between 50 and 100 square miles 
(McConnel 1.930, p,l8l). Both of these estimates suggest a 
density of around one person per two square miles.
As far as this scanty information warrants any 
conclusions, it would appear that the population density 
of the two groups living continually on the coast was 
greater than that of the Munggan who lived on the coast 
only at certain seasons of the year, J a r d i n e 1s estimate 
of the Djagaraga population (jardine 1866, p.83) is well 
in excess of the other two estimates and should be ignored, 
Phillip's estimate for Sydney (Phillip I788) is not out of
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the realm of possibility although Hale and Tindale1s 
estimate of” two persons per square mile for the Walmbaria 
on Bathurst Head and Flinders Island (Hale and Tindale 
1933- ^ 5, p.79) is possibly more reliable since it relates
to a smaller area„ Being calculated from genealogies 
suggests there might be a tendency to understate 
population» Even the lower estimates for the Munggan are 
considerably in excess of the maximum population densities 
postulated by Birdsell (1953) for inland areas of high 
rainfall, which he alleges were most conducive to high 
population densities» The densities in coastal areas were 
higher than those in inland areas and if all Australia 
supported a population density equivalent to that of 
Flinders Island the figure would exceed 2,000,000 a far 
cry from Radcliffe Brown’s (1930, p»696) estimate of
300,000 for the continent as a whole»
Discussion
While the economic life of the Aborigines in each of 
the areas studied showed considerable emphasis on the 
exploitation of the marine environment, the specialisation 
was not manifest to the same degree in each area, nor did 
it follow the same pattern. The Munggan hunted and 
collected marine foods only at certain times of the year, 
and for the remainder lived a nomadic life inland» This 
differed considerably from the situation on the eastern 
coast of Cape York and in the Sydney area where some 
groups at least spent the major part of the year on the 
coast and made only short visits to their hinterland. The 
reasons for these differences might have been due to 
environmental differences. Along the eastern coast the
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coastal plains are often narrow and backed by mountain 
ranges which could limit the access of the coastal people 
to the inland areas» This contrasts with the situation on 
the western coast of Cape York where no ranges exist and 
access to the wide coastal plains is unrestricted. The 
area itself contains a large number of swamps and 
watercourses and is very rich in bird and animal life.
This factor might also have been important in the 
development of the Munggan economy. Several objections 
can be raised against the initial hypothesis. In the 
Sydney area there appears to have been a tribe or tribes 
living between the coastal groups and the Blue Mountains 
and their way of life differed considerably from that of 
the coastal people (Collins 1793» p.586). This suggests 
that all the people living on the coastal plain at Sydney 
were not concerned in getting a livelihood from the sea 
and that the mountains did not separate the coastal from 
the inland people. It is possible that the estuaries on 
which the Munggan liveds provided less attractive hunting 
areas than the open coastline, This is supported by Hale 
and Tindale1s statement that the Lama-lama tribes living 
on the mangrove-lined estuaries of the rivers flowing into 
the south of Princess Charlotte Bay were largely an inland 
dwelling tribe (Hale and Tindale 1933-^» p.69). When the 
economies are studied in greater detail appeal cannot be 
made exclusively to seasonal differences to explain the 
pattern of Munggan activities because the eastern coast of 
Cape York is subject to a similar climatic regime and the 
economies did not show the same definite seasonal pattern. 
Seasonal differences undoubtedly influenced both groups' 
activitiess but it is questionable whether it caused them 
to develop in the way they did.
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In each area the range of fishing methods employed 
does not appear to have differed greatly«, The use of the 
harpoon and outrigger canoe was restricted to the northern 
part of Australia and it is doubtful whether nets were 
used in fishing at Sydney, Fish hooks appear to have been 
largely limited to coastal or near coastal areas, and the 
major differences in design relate to cultural 
importations rather than local developments. The 
composite hook of bone and wood may have been an 
introduction from New Guinea, and because of its ease of 
manufacture, was replacing the crescentic, shell hook 
(Massola 195^, p,15)° The distribution of the latter 
extended from Cape York to Lake Tyers in Victoria, and 
apart from its use in some coastal rivers, was absent from 
inland areas, The techniques of netting, spearing and 
poisoning fish, and the construction of stone and brush 
fish traps and weirs were widely employed in inland areas 
and were not in any sense exclusively coastal activities. 
Nor were watercraft found only in coastal areas. No 
canoes were used on the coast between Murray River and 
Shark Bay in Western Australia (Davidson 1935? P •3) and 
bark canoes were widely employed on the Murray-Darling 
system. The outrigger canoes were cultural importations 
from the north. Davidson (1935> p.204) considers the 
variation in design of bark canoes to represent the 
historical, development of the canoe within Australia, and 
thus it is unlikely that these variations now have any 
valid environmental significance. There is very little in 
the equipment assemblages of the coastal groups which 
might distinguish them from those of the surrounding areas. 
The fish hook appears to be the only widely distributed 
implement which may have been restricted primarily to
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coastal areas, The most significant differences in the 
equipment of various coastal groups resulted from 
cultural borrowing rather than from invention prompted by 
environmental stimuli,
The importance of the substitution of coastal 
materials for those normally used in manufacture has often 
been quoted as another field in which environmental 
adaptations took place. Many instances do occur where 
shell and bone were employed where stone was used in other 
areas, but from the Aborigine's point of view these were 
not a substitute for materials unavailable in the local 
area, but as ’normal’ materials used in implements whose 
manufacture was governed by well-grounded tradition. In 
addition to this trade in weapons and utensils lessened 
the importance of environmental differences.
However, these factors did not mean that the 
environment had no effect on the economy generally.
Because some groups specialised in hunting particular 
types of game, differing emphases were placed on 
particular sectors of the equipment assemblage and this 
gave rise to a certain amount of distinctiveness in the 
economy. Because of the emphasis in the economy on the 
hunting of dugong and turtle the outrigger canoe and 
harpoon were far more important in the material culture of 
the Gan-ganda than they were to the tribes to the south 
where the hunting of dugong and turtle was evidently not 
so important. In the Sydney area conditions apparently 
favoured the use of the spear and the hook and line, which 
were the most frequently used equipment in fishing, while 
in other areas nets and fish weirs were also used. In 
each instance this specialisation had obvious effects on
l6o
the activities of the people without necessarily affecting 
their material culture.
The fact of living in a coastal area did not appear 
to give rise to a distinctive settlement pattern. The 
obvious differences between the more settled coastal 
people and the seasonally nomadic Munggan does not need 
further elaboration, but even within those groups living 
continually on the coast some differences were evident.
The Gan-ganda lived in camps comprising several family 
units, and apart from short visits to the hinterland these 
remained in the one area, making only short moves in the 
interests of hygiene and slightly longer seasonal moves. 
This pattern was not evident in the Sydney area where the 
available information suggests that small groups were 
highly mobile, probably within a restricted area, even 
though they remained on the coast for most of the year.
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CHAPTER 6
MAN AND ENVIRONMENT IN ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIA
Because they were all of a hunting- and gathering type, 
in a broad classificatory sense all Aboriginal economies 
throughout Australia possessed some basic similarities.
Food for immediate consumption was the ruling principle in 
their activities, and there was no divergence from this 
pattern anywhere in the continent. Agriculture and 
husbandry were not practised in any area, and the 
scattered references to the replanting of yam tops are no 
exceptions, because the rationale behind such action was 
merely to ensure the presence of yams in the future. It 
was not an attempt to organise production.
The division of labour between the sexes also 
followed a broadly similar pattern throughout the country. 
The men's time was spent principally in hunting the larger 
game, and also in fishing in some of the better watered 
areas, while it was the women’s responsibility to forage 
for vegetable foods and smaller game. Minor variations in 
this pattern were evident. Women at Sydney spent a large 
part of their time in fishing with hooks and lines from 
canoes 5 the women in central Australia were employed in 
collecting seeds, fruits, rootstocks, reptiles and small 
animals. Despite these differences there appears to have 
existed the sentiment that certain tasks were the 
responsibility of either sex. Even though both women and 
men at Sydney both engaged in fishing, the division
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between the sexes was evident in the equipment employed. 
The women fished with hook and line while the men used 
spears.
Aboriginal economies showed little evidence of craft 
specialisation. Each family unit was responsible for its 
own subsistence and well-being. No group within the 
community could specialise in a particular sector of 
production and through exchange gain all the other 
necessities for existence, Thomson (l93^a, pp.231-2) 
records an instance of rudimentary craft specialisation 
among the Djonggandji where certain individuals, through 
their reputation for canoe-making, manufactured canoes for 
exchange. While this had many of the attributes of craft 
specialisation and economic exchange, it did not result in 
the canoe-makers being freed from the necessity of hunting 
their own food. Regional specialisation and trade has 
been well documented by McCarthy (1939)«
In discussing the general characteristics of 
Aboriginal material culture, McCarthy (1937> P-93) points 
to a basic range of weapons and implements which appear to 
have been in the possession of the Aborigines when they 
arrived in Australia, It probably included spears, 
throwing clubs, brush-fence traps, digging sticks, knapped 
and core implements and a few other things. McCarthy 
attributes the subsequent modification of this range to 
'the various pressures of habitat, invention and 
introduced ideas, but chiefly to diffusion from 
neighbouring outside peoples' (1957? P«95)« The 
importance of this latter factor is dealt with more fully 
in an earlier paper (McCarthy 1.9^0a). After briefly 
discussing the variation in Aboriginal material culture,
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McCarthy concludes that 'invention appears to have played 
a relatively slight part in the development of the 
material culture of Australian tribes generally' ( 1.957? 
p . 93 ) , and that the habitat did not produce technical 
developments of any consequence in Australia (1957» P*9^)» 
While McCarthy's conclusions may provide valid 
generalisations as to the nature of Aboriginal material 
culture in terms of the origin and variation of specific 
traits in the Australian culture-complex, he possibly 
underestimates the influence of the habitat in affecting 
the frequency and intensity with which particular sectors 
of the material culture were used by individual groups. 
Adaptations of this order would be overlooked in a broad 
study of the formal characteristics of the material 
culture of the Australian continent generally.
If only the above aspects of Aboriginal life in 
Australia were to be considered, the information 
available might warrant the conclusion that there was a 
basic way of life in Aboriginal Australia and that no 
forces in the environment succeeded in changing their 
food-gathering economy to even the most elementary type of 
agricultural or pastoral economy, However, these 
conclusions fail to take account of the specialised 
adjustments made by particular groups to particular 
habitats, which did not lead however, to radical changes 
in the broad characteristics of the economy.
Once the economic life of individual groups is 
considered, a very different picture emerges, The 
Aborigines recognised regional variations in their own 
economies, even within small areas and designated them 
with appropriate ecologically-orientated names. These are
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not to be confused with tribal names, but they referred to 
sections, local groups, and in some instances, to the 
constellations of tribes„ The practice appears to have 
been widespread in Australia although different bases were 
evident in the examples cited in the literature,, In Cape 
York, several tribes used a name which designated 
themselves as the people of the sandbeach and this term 
distinguished them from the inland tribes (Thomson 1934b, 
p ,237) . Within the Mudumui tribe the section names 
underlined a similar division (Hale and Tindale 1933-4, 
p .69 ) . In the Ooldea region the tribes were classified on 
a basis similar to a land-system classification, taking 
account of vegetation and terrain (Berndt and Berndt 1942, 
p .325) . At Sydney the dominance of particul ar foods in 
the diet of what was probably only a local group led to 
the employment of a distinguishing name referring to this 
(Collins 1798 s p. 5 58)o Several inferences can be drawn 
from the existence of these names. They imply that the 
Aborigines recognised environmental differences, and that 
these were of sufficient importance in their way of life, 
through their influence on their subsistence, to warrant 
the employment of distinguishing names.
Space does not permit detailed discussion of all the 
aspects in which particular characteristics of a group’s 
way of life may have been affected by environmental 
influences. Discussion will be limited to the more 
important features including the relationship between the 
habitat on one hand, and the diet, the size, mobility and 
density of the population, and the range and design of 
equipment used directly in getting a livelihood on the 
other o
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Previous discussion established that the diets of the 
people in the areas studied differed considerably and that 
this variety was directly related to the major contrasts 
in the floral and faunal assemblages of the areas 
concerned, Fish, shellfish, marine and aquatic animals 
and birds provided food sources for the coastal and 
riverine tribes which were not available to the tribes 
living away from the coast or larger rivers, Even within 
the areas studied the effect of environmental differences 
could be traced in Aboriginal diet. The food supply of 
the tribes living in the range country of central 
Australia included kangaroos, wallabies, euros, emus, and 
various vegetable foods. The diet of the tribes in the 
spinifex and sandhill country reflected the differences in 
the natural history of the areas and consisted primarily 
of lizards, rats, mice, possums and occasional emus and 
kangaroos, together with a range of vegetable foods 
differing to some extent from that of the former. Within 
the one area the diet altered with the seasonal cycles of 
the plants and animals in the region.
While this point might appear too obvious to warrant 
enumeration, it is, on the other hand, difficult to 
maintain that the habitat exclusively determined the diet 
of the Aborigines, Certainly, it provided a range of 
edible species which could be utilised by them, but it 
cannot be seen as a causative factor determining which 
species among those available were exploited. Under 
drought conditions in the harsh environment of central 
Australia it may have put severe limitations on the diet 
of the tribes in the area, but even here in better seasons 
when food was more abundant, preferences for particular
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species were shown, Preference was probably a very 
important factor in determining the character of the diet 
of any group, particularly in areas where the habitat 
provided a wide range of possible food sources.
The problem of alternative sources of food is brought 
into even greater relief in the coastal and riverine areas 
where, in many instances, the full range of food available 
was not continuously exploited. Many groups specialised 
in exploiting the marine or aquatic food supplies in their 
local area, giving less attention to the potential supply 
of terrestrial food, The mere fact of living on a coast 
did not mean that the tribe’s diet showed automatically a 
predominance of marine foods. This possibly applied to a 
majority of the groups in the areas studied, but 
exceptions were evident. The sparse information available 
suggests that fishing activities, and hence probably marine 
foods, were not as important to the tribes at Port Phillip 
as they were at Sydney, The reasons for this are not 
clear, It could have been that marine food was not 
plentiful in Port Phillip, or that the food supply of the 
hinterland was more attractive. The open exposed nature 
of Port Phillip may have made it far more dangerous for 
canoes than the more sheltered coves of Port Jackson where 
canoes were used more frequently. The fishing equipment 
of the natives in the two areas appears to have been 
similar (with the possible absence of fish hooks in Port 
Phillip) and so it would be difficult to attribute the 
differences to technological factors and the inability of 
the Aborigines at Port Phillip to successfully exploit 
their marine environment.
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In Cape York it appears that the mangrove-lined 
nature of the estuaries at the southern end of Princess 
Charlotte Bay made the coast unattractive to settlement 
and encouraged the Lama-lama to concentrate on the 
exploitation of their land food resources.
The economic life of the Munggan provides yet another 
variation. During the wet season they lived a 
comparatively sedentary life on the Archer River estuary 
and their diet consisted mainly of fish, shellfish and the 
life. With the onset of the dry season their way of life 
changed; they left the estuary and vegetable foods, land 
game and fish from the rivers became more important in 
their diet. It is difficult to suggest a reason for this. 
The hinterland may have become relatively more attractive 
or important as a source during this season.
Once a pattern had been established the forces of 
conservatism, tradition and possibly population pressure, 
particularly in riverine and coastal areas where tribal 
areas tended to be narrow, would operate against any 
radical modification of this pattern.
The distribution of particular food species did not 
always coincide with the areas in which they were utilised 
as food. The dugong provides an excellent example of this. 
The animal is distributed over a large part of the 
northern Australian coast, but it appears that it was a 
major source of food only to a small group of tribes at 
the north of Princess Charlotte Bay. Thus it cannot be 
argued that the specialisation of these groups in the 
hunting of dugong in the area is a reflection of the 
peculiar nature of the habitat in that area. The 
significant fact is that the Ka:wadji, using an advanced
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technology which had its origin in cultural borrowing from 
the northj were able to capitalise on the potential of 
their environment to a far greater extent than did the 
tribes to the south whose technology was less developed.
This example shows how the adoption of a new 
technology radically affected the diet of the Ka:wadji„
The importance of the reverse process, involving the 
development of particular techniques to utilise potential 
food sources is not clear. Tindale and Birdsell (19^1, 
p.8) credit the Aborigines in the Cardwell-Ravenshoe 
district with the development of leaching techniques by 
which the toxic elements of certain plant foods could be 
removed, and point to this as being a response to life in 
a tropical jungle where the food consisted mainly of roots, 
seeds, fruits and honey and where animal flesh was scarce. 
The distribution of these techniques was far wider than 
this area. McCarthy (1957? p.9.3) implies that the 
knowledge of this technique was limited to northern and 
eastern Australia. The steaming and peeling of Lepidium 
muelleri-fernandi by the Aranda in central Australia 
( Cleland and Tindale 1959» P*133) shows that the 
distribution of similar techniques might have been even 
more widespread. This suggests that the Aborigines may 
have brought the knowledge of such techniques with them to 
Australia, or that they were introduced at a time 
sufficiently long ago for them to have spread as far as 
they did. The variation in preparation methods implies 
that a considerable amount of experimentation with local 
species did occur. The basic method cannot be explained 
as a technique developed in response to a particular 
environment.
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It would appear thens that the greatest effect the 
habitat had on the diet of the Aborigines was that it 
provided a range of possible food sources within which the 
economic system operated. The range varied from area to 
area, and with the seasons in any one area. These factors 
had an obvious effect on the diets of the people in the 
areas studied; an effect recognised and named by the 
Aborigines„ However, other factors were perhaps of equal 
or greater importance in determining the actual character 
of the diet of individual groups. These included 
preference for certain types of food, particularly in 
areas where it was not necessary to exploit the whole 
range of food types in order to survive. The nature of 
the habitat could affect the decision to exploit a 
particular source of food. Technological factors also 
influenced the ability of the Aborigines to exploit their 
environment; the full potential of some food sources not 
being exploited because of the lack of technological 
ability to do so.
These differences in diet are also reflected in the 
economic machinery employed to exploit the potential food 
supplies of the area, The major distinction in type was 
between the inland hunting economies and the fishing 
economies of the coastal and riverine areas. In one sense 
the examples chosen are located towards the extremes of a 
continuum of possible economic types. At one end was the 
pure hunting and collecting economy of the central 
Australian Aborigines, while the coastal and riverine 
groups possessed an economy which tended towards the other 
extreme where hunting became less important in comparison 
with the alternative activities of fishing. The effects
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of these differences were evident in the size and mobility 
of the hunting unit s the populat ion supported by an area 
and the technique and equipment employed in gaining a 
living«
The basic economic unit in all the areas studied 
consisted of the family or extended family and even where 
the camp consisted of a larger grouping the family was 
still an easily recognisable unit within the wider 
structure. The composition of the larger group depended 
upon kinship and friendship. Its size varied from area to 
area and with the seasons.
In central Australia the most commonly encountered 
group under normal conditions consisted of the man, his 
wife or wives, their children and perhaps an aged parent. 
In better seasons several groups might link up and forage 
together, but these larger groupings could only remain 
intact while food supplies permitted. Once these began to 
dwindle the groups were forced to split up and lead a 
highly mobile life making daily hunting forays in search 
of food and returning at night to known sources of water. 
In very bad seasons when water was scarce the area over 
which a family could hunt was considerably limited.
In the riverine area of southeastern Australia 
groups, consisting of several families lived relatively 
sedentary lives on the rivers engaged in fishing, and to a 
lesser extent hunting. During the seasons when 'freshes' 
occurred on the rivers or when the rivers were flooded and 
the fish weirs and traps provided large quantities of fish 
and crayfish were plentiful on the swampy flats very large 
numbers of Aborigines came to the rivers to feast. When 
the river levels returned to normal and fish became less
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plentiful these people left the rivers and retreated to 
the back country to hunt«
The coastal areas showed considerably more variation, 
Along the eastern coast of Cape York the groups comprised 
several families living together in semi-permanent camps 
along the shore. At Port Stewart the only movements of 
the camp were short moves in the interest of hygiene and a 
longer move to the open seashore with the coming of the 
wet season. Parties of several people went into the 
hinterland from time to time to collect vegetable foods 
and raw materials. The seasonal changes do not appear to 
have caused any major change in their way of life. They 
were reflected in the hut-types built; large and more 
permanent huts being built in the wet season, while simple 
temporary breakwinds sufficed in the dry. In some areas 
the increased availability of surface water permitted the 
Aborigines to travel to the outlying islands and exploit 
the supplies of shellfish, turtle and other seafoods 
there,
This pattern was probably followed by some tribes on 
the western coast of Cape York, but the Munggan on the 
estuary of the Archer lived a different life. During the 
wet season, when travel was difficult, groups lived a 
sedentary life in permanent camps on the estuary. With 
the onset of dry season families left the estuary and 
hunted, collected and fished in groups. As the dry season 
progressed the groups became progressively smaller, until 
at the height of the dry season the economic unit was 
invariably the family.
At Sydney the group often consisted of several 
families who were mobile within a restricted area, thus
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giving the impression of a large population during the 
summer® This appeared to be related to the presence of 
the schools of fish in Port Jackson® With the onset of 
winter the population thinned and food was obviously 
scarce® There is no evidence to verify that the people 
leaving Port Jackson moved inland. It is possible that 
they spread more thinly, in smaller units along the coast 
until the winter was over and the school fish arrived in 
the spring®
These examples show that the habitat, acting through 
the food and water supply, had a considerable effect on 
the size and mobility of groups® In the richer habitats 
of the coasts and larger rivers the economic units were 
usually larger and less mobile than those in the harsher 
inland areas® In most of the areas studied seasonal 
increases in the food supply were invariably accompanied 
by increases in the size of the group maintaining direct 
relationships and functioning as an economic unit. The 
size of these larger gatherings in coastal and riverine 
areas was considerably greater than that of similar 
gatherings recorded in central Australia®
As for the population densities, the literature does 
not provide a very detailed or satisfactory picture of any 
of the areas studied® The accuracy of most population 
estimates is suspect, as are the tribal areas against 
which these must be calculated to find the densities®
The estimates of population density in central 
Australia are meagre® Meggitt (1962, p.32) gives values 
of one person per 35 square miles for the Waljbiri and one 
person per 12®5 square miles for the Aranda. If reliable, 
these figures emphasise the difference, in productive
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terms, between the sandhill and spinifex areas and the 
more hospitable range country in central Australia»
The estimates for the riverine area relate only to 
the Baigundji and range from one person per 20 square 
miles (Bonney 1883-4, p.123) to one person per 3-1 square 
miles (Teulon in Curr 1.886, II, p.186). The variation in 
these figures is so great as to make it difficult to 
accept either» Perhaps the most reliable and illuminating 
figure is Eyre's (1845 s, I I , p.372) estimate that the 
permanent population living on the Murray River at 
Moorunde was in the order of three to four persons per 
mile of river. This figure suggests that the density of 
population along the river was of the same order as that 
postulated for some coastal areas.
The estimates for coastal areas give a wide range of 
values from as high as 12 persons per square mile down to 
one person per 1 5 °6 square miles. The more reliable 
figures seem to be in the range of from one person per two 
square miles up to five persons per square mile. The 
figures are not of sufficient accuracy to compare 
densities in different coastal habitats and come to any 
conclusions as to the relative abilities of the different 
coasts to support more people. The absence of sufficient 
data does not permit assessment of the effect of the 
technological advances of the Ka;wadji on population 
densities »
As far as these figures warrant any conclusions, it 
is clear that the population densities were very much 
greater on the coast and in the riverine area than they 
were in the more arid areas of inland Australia.
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The equipment and techniques employed differed to 
some degree in all the areas studied» The most obvious 
distinction was between the hunting and the fishing 
economies, but within either of these some differences 
were apparent„
The Bindubi lived in what was perhaps the most 
difficult habitat in Australia and possessed simple spears, 
spear-throwers with an adze stone mounted on the distal end, 
throwing sticks, boomerangs which were regarded almost as 
ceremonial objects and which were not used in hunting, 
stone axes, digging sticks, shallow wooden dishes, 
grindstones and bark sandals» The tribes in the range 
country of central Australia possessed slightly more 
equipment including spears, spear-throwers of several 
designs, throwing sticks, boomerangs, clubs, shields, 
adzes, stone knives, axes and flakes, digging sticks, 
grindstones, fur— twine and grass baskets and skin wallets 
and water-bags. The hunting devices they employed 
included decoys, hides, brush fences, pit falls and poisons.
The equipment employed by the fishing economies of 
the coast and riverine areas was more varied and enabled 
them, with differing degrees of success to exploit their 
marine and aquatic environments. The people on the lower 
Murray-Darling possessed fish spears, nets and canoes and 
brush-fence fish weirs, stone fish traps, hollow log traps 
and fish poisons were devices in common use. To this must 
be added the range of equipment which permitted them to 
exploit their hinterland as well. This included spears, 
spear-throwers, clubs, boomerangs, nets which were used in 
trapping animals and birds, stone axes and flake knives, 
shell, bone and reed knives, stone and wooden chisels,
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bone awls and needles, grindstones, digging sticks, wooden 
spades, bark and gnarl troughs, skin water-bags, grass 
baskets and net bags» The hunting devices employed 
included decoys, hides, brush fences, pitfalls, nets and 
snare s .
The equipment employed by the coastal economies 
studied varied considerably and the examples chosen do not 
reveal the full range of variation, In southwestern 
Australia canoes, fish hooks, nets and fish poisons were 
not used. The Aborigines around Sydney used canoes, 
spears, hooks and lines, log traps and possibly nets and 
fish poisons. On land they used spears, spear-throwers, 
clubs, boomerangs, wooden swords, parrying sticks and 
shields, digging sticks, halted and unhafted stone axes, 
shell scrapers, net bags, folded bark troughs, palm spathe 
baskets and wooden and bark dishes. At Cape York this was 
enriched by the use of outrigger canoes, harpoons, harpoon 
floats and fishing nets as well as bamboo knives, shell 
spoons, pleated bark containers and bailer shell cooking 
vessels. The hunting devices used at Sydney are not well 
recorded and included hides, pitfalls, brush fences and 
traps and food decoys. In Cape York purse nets, snares, 
throwing sticks and long thin switches and ’bird lime’ 
were used in catching birds. Boomerangs were absent from 
the area.
These inventories reveal that there was surprisingly 
little variation in the range of techniques and weapons 
employed by the Aborigines in gaining a living. It is 
possible to point to a range of weapons and techniques 
common to all areas. This included such weapons as spears, 
clubs and throwing sticks, and the use of hides, decoys,
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brush fences and pitfalls« The equipment in use outside 
this range was negligible« In coastal areas the spear, 
the brush-fence weir and the hollow log trap were the only 
techniques common to all coastal areas, while nets, fish 
hooks, fish poisons canoes and harpoons were more limited 
in occurrence« It may be inferred that some of the 
adaptations made by the Aborigines to the different 
environments took the form of the modification of a given 
range of equipment and techniques, rather than the 
invention of completely new and specialised methods and 
equipment« In some instances particular techniques were 
adapted to suit both hunting and fishing economies«
Spears were used both in hunting and fishing. 
Undoubtedly the multi-pronged spear was widely used in 
fishing and in the minds of most writers, so closely 
associated with fishing, that they felt justified in 
referring to this form as a ’fish spear*. In fact, this 
design was also used by the Aborigines of western Cape 
York in spearing jabiru, emus, wallabies and kangaroos 
(McConnel 1953* p p 025-6), and also in central Australia 
(Spencer and Gillen 1938, pp»573-8). Thus the one spear 
design had several uses and it is difficult to depict this 
design as being developed in response to the need for a 
fish spear.
The use of the brush-fence is a similar case in point. 
It was used both in hunting and fishing. In fishing it 
was adapted to several situations; on the rivers it 
trapped the fish moving with the seasonal fluctuations in 
river level, in coastal areas it was adapted to utilise 
the daily tidal fluctuations in the tidal creeks. Roth 
(l901, pp.24-5) even records its use, in association with
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a slatted roller blinde, to trap crocodiles in tidal creeks 
In hunting economies the brush-fence was combined with 
ambushes9 pitfalls and nets (where these were known) to 
trap emus, wallabies and kangaroos.
The technique of poisoning was also used in both 
fishing and hunting. The Aborigines on the coast used 
various plant poisons to stupefy or kill the fish in pools 
On the rivers when the water level was low and the fish 
were concentrated in pools similar methods were used. The 
Aborigines in central Australia poisoned waterholes with 
pituri in order to stupefy the emus coming to drink there.
The geographic distribution of those features not 
common to all economies frequently supports the hypothesis 
that these culture traits had their origin in diffusion 
from outside culture. Following Davidson's (1933» 193^+ * 
1 9 3 6 , I9 3 7 ) studies on the distribution of particular 
implements in Australia, McCarthy (l9^0a, p,230) states 
that s
In Austral ia 9 from north to souths north­
eastward to south-westward, north-west to east 
and south-east, there is a succession of 
techniques separated spatially only by the 
length of time each has been diffusing, a 
process which has produced a striking 
dissimilarity in the material culture of 
neighbouring and widely separated areas.
The influence of diffusion is perhaps most easily 
demonstrated in the coastal areas where the presence of 
outrigger canoes, harpoons and various types of hooks 
makes it possible to demonstrate fairly obvious historical 
associations with the cultures to the north. Similar 
diffusions, probably earlier in time, might account for 
the limited distribution of various snare-types, the use 
of 'bird-lime' and the knowledge of netting techniques.
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The question of the use of nets in fishing and 
hunting is not so easily answered, The distribution of 
the netting technique (Davidson 19339 Fig. 9) and its use 
in hunting or fishing is not co-terminate. The Aborigines 
in central Australia evidently had knowledge of knotted 
netting but did not apply it to hunting. Those on the 
Murray River employed nets in hunting, fishing and in 
catching waterfowl. At Sydney netting was used in making 
bags, but neither in hunting nor fishing. In Cape York 
the nets were used in fishing and hunting and at Georgina 
River they were used in trapping birds (Roth 1901, p.29)> 
in a manner similar to that used on the Murray River.
This evidence prompts several explanations. It is 
possible that nets were used in hunting and fishing at 
Sydney and in hunting in central Australia, but that this 
was not recorded. This is doubtful.. It could be 
suggested that the people had a knowledge of these 
techniques, but because of some peculiarity in the local 
environment, the method could not be gainfully employed.
In relation to the situation at Sydney, this is equally 
doubtful. The possibility of local invention of these 
techniques, but not necessarily the netting itself, can be 
dismissed because they were recorded in several areas. It 
is possible that the knowledge of hunting techniques 
involving the use of nets also had its origin outside 
Australia and diffused at a time after the initial spread 
of the knowledge of netting techniques.
Given that some weapons were common to all groups and 
others occurred over very wide areas, the question now 
arises as to what extent local variation was evident in 
the design of the weapon and to what extent this could be
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attributed to adaptation to local materials and to the 
game in the local, area.
Spears were undoubtedly the most important hunting
weapon in use in Australia and a considerable variation in
design was evident. Of this Davidson (l93^> p.l6o) makes
the following statement;
There is nothing to show that even the 
variations are the results of attempts to meet 
certain needs, real or fancied. Rather, they 
seem to be the results of accidental combination 
or of experimentation which, to the mind of, or 
in the experience of the native demonstrated 
certain superiorities for various purposes to 
which he applied them and which we now designate 
as needs. But since native opinion seems to 
vary considerably as to the respective merits of 
the different spear-traits, functionally 
considered, it seems that native testimony must 
be regarded as reliable not in fact but only in 
opinion.
Several general observations are prompted by the spear 
types represented in the areas studied. As many as eight 
different spear types may have been made in the one area, 
but only a few were used in hunting. The other spears, 
which were often of more elaborate and complicated design 
were used in warfare. The most common hunting spear in 
northern and eastern Australia consisted of a single 
pronged spear with a bone barb lashed to the point. In 
central Australia the spear had a mulga wood blade as a 
head. Generally, the heavier spears were used in hunting 
large game, and the smaller, lighter ones for smaller 
animals and birds. It was noted previously that the 
multi-pronged 'fish spear' was used extensively, but not 
exclusively, in fishing. Other spear types were also used 
in fishing.
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While Davidson’s (l93^> p»l60) conclusions suggest 
that it would be difficult to explain the differences in 
spear design in terms of adaptation to a particular 
environment, the habitat did have some influence on minor 
details of spear manufacture. In central Australia the 
spear shafts often consisted of several lengths of tecoma 
wood scarf-jointed and lashed together. The end piece did 
not constitute a counter-shaft and Stirling (I896, p.87) 
attributes this modification to the lack of suitably long 
pieces of wood. A similar difficulty confronted the 
Bindubi and encouraged them to make use of the lateral 
roots of acacias. Thomson (1962, p.l4 ) equates the paucity 
of barbed spears among the Bindubi to the scarcity of 
large game as a source of sinew for binding. The rarity 
of large game might in turn lessen the need for barbed 
spears.
The importance of this type of local variation should 
not be overstressed„ Its presence is most easily 
demonstrated in coastal areas where shell and bone 
implements were frequently used instead of the stone flake 
implements used in other areas. However, this does not 
represent a straight substitution of bone and shell for 
stone. The alternative implements were of a legitimate 
and recognisable design and were used in some areas where 
stone was also available. Trade tended to lessen the 
importance of local variation related to differences in 
raw materials and also aid the diffusion of new designs. 
McCarthy (1939) gives various instances of extensive trade 
in spears, stone axes, spear-throwers, boomerangs, 
grindstones and many other weapons and ornaments.
Mulvaney (1961, p„87) cites the example of trade in axe 
blanks from the Mt William quarry where natives came from
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at least 100 miles around to trade rugs, weapons and 
ornaments for axe blanks.
McCarthy (1957» P->9^) attributes the generalised 
design and multiple uses of the spear-thrower used in 
central Australia to the creative efforts of the people in 
the area and implies that its development was an 
adaptation to their environment. He describes its various 
uses as being a spear-thrower, a parrying weapon, an adze- 
handle, a vessel, a musical instrument and a fire saw. 
Davidson and McCarthy (1957» p t406) believe that the adze 
was an invention indigenous to Australia. Despite this, 
it is difficult to accept McCarthy's initial premise, 
because similar spear-throwers were found in eastern 
Australia where life was not so rigorous and the need for 
a multiple purpose weapon was presumably not so great. If 
the design originated in central Australia it is 
surprising that it did not replace the stick spear-thrower 
used by the Waramanga, and who would also have benefited 
from the multiple uses of the former design. The multi­
purpose implement is obviously an adaptation to a mobile 
way of life, but given the design's distribution in 
Australia it would be difficult to attribute it to 
adaptation to a particular habitat.
No Aboriginal implement has caught the public 
imagination to the same degree as the boomerang and it is 
for this reason, rather than for its importance as a 
hunting weapon, that it is included here. Boomerangs were 
possessed by the Aborigines in central and southeastern 
Australia and the literature contains frequent references 
to their use in hunting and it also provides detailed 
descriptions of their different designs. The writer found
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no authentic description of its use in hunting in any of 
the areas studied,, Throwing sticks, the presumed 
forerunner of the boomerang, were used in several areas 
including eastern Cape York where the boomerang was 
lacking. The Bindubi owned boomerangs but regarded them 
almost as ceremonial items and did not use them in hunting. 
In this respect it would be premature to suggest that the 
variation in design was related to a desire to alter its 
performance as a hunting implement. It also suggests that 
the boomerang belonged to the same category of equipment 
as fighting spears and clubs, shields, parrying sticks and 
swords, which had no direct economic use but still formed 
an important part of the material culture.
The hypothesised diffusion of new designs, or design 
modifications, from outside was probably one of the most 
important factors affecting the character of weapons. 
Massola (1956) attributes the origin of both crescentic, 
shell fish hooks and composite wood and bone hooks to 
outside influences different in time. The wooden hook was 
a later introduction and displaced the shell hook in some 
parts of northern Cape York. Similar causes could be 
evoked to explain the distribution of single and double 
outrigger canoes.
While the discussion so far tends to emphasise the 
relatively minor influence of the habitat on material 
culture and hunting techniques, detailed study of the 
application of particular hunting methods shows how 
closely the Aborigines observed and capitalised on the 
peculiar habits of the animals they trapped. The use of 
decoys to bring emus within spearing distance shows how 
they made use of the b i r d ’s inquisitive nature. The
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Aborigines in central Australia knew that the euro would 
not leave the rocky ridges, thus enabling the Aborigines 
to drive the animals into ambushes at the ends of spurs.
The tendency of animals to follow particular paths 
permitted the Aborigines to place ambushes, pitfalls and 
nets in strategic places. The alignment of pens in the 
stone fish traps on the coast showed that they had 
observed closely the longshore movements of the fish in 
the area. It would be possible to recount many instances 
of this type of adaptation, but since it does not appear 
to have produced radical modifications in the equiment or 
hunting methods, its importance was probably not great.
It is evident therefore, that the material culture 
and hunting equipment employed by the Aborigines consisted 
of several elements. The first of these was a basic range 
of equipment and techniques, apparently known to the 
Aborigines when they arrived, and which was subsequently 
adapted to a varying range of habitats. This range was, 
in some areas, modified by the adoption of additional 
techniques and equipment. The resulting difference was 
most marked between the hunting and fishing economies 
where the employment of nets, fish hooks, harpoons and 
canoes enabled the latter to exploit more fully their 
marine or aquatic environment. Since all of these traits 
were not present in every fishing economy, they can hardly 
be depicted as being 'caused* by a particular environment. 
Rather, the major differences in Aboriginal culture appear 
to have been due mainly to culture contact with more 
advanced technologies and the subsequent diffusion of 
these traits through part of Australia. The process was 
not one of passive acceptance on the part of the Aborigines.
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They appear to have accepted only those developments which 
could be accommodated within their way of life and 
rejected those for which they had no use» In Cape York 
they accepted the harpoon and outrigger canoe but rejected 
gardening and sedentary life» The process of diffusion 
can be evoked to explain the presence in Australia of the 
knowledge of netting techniques and possibly its 
application to hunting and fishing, the use of the 
harpoon, outrigger canoes, fish hooks and several other 
features, It is possible to infer from the distribution 
of these features an historical relationship with outside 
cultures, but it is not possible, given the present state 
of knowledge to state from which area they originated, or 
the processes by which they were brought to Australia.
Within the range of equipment used in any area 
certain processes acted towards its modification. This 
was in part due to the effects of the local material on 
manufacture, but there was also a certain amount of 
elaboration of design. In most instances it is difficult 
to depict this as resulting from a conscious effort to 
meet the demands of the environment. In fact it is 
difficult to explain why some modifications took place at 
all without appealing to the spread of new and varied 
designs from neighbouring areas. It is difficult to 
depict the material culture of any one group as being a 
rational and distinctive response to life in a particular 
environment.
If the discussions were to be limited only to the 
consideration of these traits, the available evidence 
supports McCarthy’s (1957* pp.94-5) view that the habitat 
did not produce technical developments of any consequence
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in Australia, and that in the economic sphere it is clear 
that aboriginal culture was 'adaptable and subject to 
modification through the various pressures of habitat, 
invention, local variation and introduced ideas, but 
chiefly to diffusion from neighbouring outside people'.
This conclusion is relevant only to the origin of 
particular culture traits. It does not explain the actual 
employment of a particular technique or piece of equipment 
by the Aborigines living in a given area, and the seasonal 
changes in the hunting methods employed by them,
Thomson's work (1939) shows that the decision to employ a 
certain technique at a particular time was related to the 
seasonal conditions in the habitat and that the economic 
life had a rhythm parallel to that of the seasons. 
Similarly, it would be impossible to explain the variation 
in fishing techniques employed in the Murray Valley 
without reference to the seasonal fluctuations in river 
height and flow. While it is possible to demonstrate that 
the habitat had little effect on the formal
characteristics of the equipment employed, its effect on 
decisions as to which methods and equipment could be most 
profitably used, should not be under-estimated.
Conelusions
The relationship between the Aboriginal economy and 
the habitat is not a clear-cut one, and depending upon 
which aspect of culture is considered, it is possible to 
come to radically differing conclusions. The role of the 
environment was not such that it stimulated local 
invention of any radical nature, nor did it promote any 
great change in the nature of the economy. The Aborigines
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came to Australia with a hunting and gathering economy and 
through the duration of their stay it remained so. The 
major changes in Aboriginal culture appear to have been 
related to diffusion from outside areas. Thus the habitat 
can hardly be depicted as having played a causative role 
in the development of Aboriginal culture. The process 
appears, in many instances, to have taken directly the 
opposite form. The adoption of new and different 
techniques led the Aborigines to re-evaluate the potential 
of their environment in terms of their enriched technology.
In the functioning of the economies of individual 
groups it is possible to distinguish the effect of the 
environment and see its influence on the lives of the 
Aborigines, The supply of edible species and the seasonal 
variation in their abundance influenced dietary habits, 
social mobility and population size. The habitat also 
affected the Aborigine’s decision to employ particular 
weapons and techniques. The frequency with which they 
were used by particular groups led to considerable 
variation in the character of the economic life and 
technology in different areas. The local environment did 
not demand that all the techniques known to the Aborigines 
be used uniformly. The decision to employ particular 
methods was made in reference to the conditions prevailing 
in the local environment.
While physical conditions entered intimately into the 
every-day life of the Aborigines, the part they played 
cannot explain the origin of the Aboriginal hunting and 
gathering economy, or many of the cultural changes which 
occurred within it. The habitat was, as Forde (l93^? 
p .464) aptly pictures it, 'the raw material of cultural
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elaboration'„ Hence there is much to support McCarthy's 
(1957? 95) contention that the ’Aborigines. e .imposed
their way of life on the Australian habitat', and the 
stability and integration of Aboriginal society was a 
more important factor in maintaining their way of life, 
than any forces in the habitat moving to change it, The 
habitat meant one thing to the Aborigines in 1787? if was 
something entirely different to the Europeans in 1788 
and its meaning has changed constantly with changes in 
economic and social life since then»
ln. Mi s/a.
A ppendix I
/  am fU'strong o f gathering together, as soon as 
possible, nil the information whirl, mg correspondent* can 
•tier me as to the Customs. Beliefs, Tribal, and Social 
Organization o f the Australian Aborigines.
1 ermit me to ash whether you ha or /wen able to 
obtain any information on the subjects referred to in mg 
former letters to you.
On the next page, [  gicc a detailed list o f *hc 
sublet« to which my inquiries relate, and any additional 
information you can give me will be most acceptable.
/  am, dear Sir,
Yours very truly,
a., ir. no wirr.
A.W. H o w ltt 's  q u e s t io n n a ir e .  Reproduced w ith  the 
p e rm iss io n  o f  th e  M itc h e ll  L ib ra ry ,  Sydney.
1. Wlmt is the name of the tribe to which 
pour answers refer; i.e., its name as dis­
tinguishing it or its members from other 
tribes by which it is surrounded; its local 
organization in sub-tribes, clans, or lesser 
divisions; the boundaries of the country 
occupied by the tribe?
2. The class divisions of which the tribal 
community is composed, such as the well- 
known Kamilaroi classes, Ipai, Kumbo, 
Muri, Kubi, &c.?
3. The laws of marriage between the 
classes of the tribal community?
4. The laws governing descent in the
jlasscs?
5. The tribal government; whether in the 
muds of one head-man, or of several head- 
nen, or of a council of elders, or of the elder 
nen generally ; whether such head-men hold 
heir office by election or by right of descent; 
vhether the tribal government is in the 
lands of the Wizards or Doctors?
11. The initiation ceremonies ?
12. Buies regulating the distribution of 
game and of food, or prescribing the
ositions to be occupied by the respective 
uts in a camp ?
13. Infanticide; how, and when practised, 
and the reasons assigned for it ?
14. Cannibalism; when and where prac­
tised, and by whom of the tribe, and upon 
whom ; the reasons assigned for it?
15. Gesture-lauguage; signs and signals 
by smoke or otherwise ?
1G. Beliefs* as to the structure of the 
world; the nature of the sky, the sun, moon, 
stars, and other heavenly bodies, and gene­
rally of natural phenomena ?
17. The folklore of the tribe; the fables, 
tales, and legends told of animals, men, and 
supernatural beings ?
(». Tin- Tribal Council: its constitution 
aid powers?
7. Offences against tribal law or custom, 
nd the methods of punishing such ; offences 
gainst the individual, and the means of 
edress for the same 2
n. The offices of Herald and Messenger; 
In* use of message sticks and emblems for 
ailing together assemblies for festive, cere- 
ion iul, or deliberative purposes, or for 
cclaring war or proclaiming peace?
0. The Wizards and Doctors of the tribe; 
heir pretension to communication with 
pirits and to the possession of supernatural 
<»wcr ; the ^ practice. of magic and the use of 
harms fur producing or for curing disease ?
10. Beliefs as to death and its causes; 
moral ceremonies, and the after existence 
If the disembodied spirit?
18. Vocabularies.—Give the native words 
corresponding to the English—
(1) man,
(2) woman,
(3) head,
(4) hair of head,
(5) eye,
(6) nose,
(7) tongue,
(8) ear,
(9) hand,
(10) thumb,
(11) foot,
(12) blood,
(13) bone,
(14) fire,
(15) water, 
(1G) sun, 
(17) moon,
(18) my,
(10) thy,
(20) his,
(21) my foot,
(22) one,
(23) two,
(24) three,
(25) four, 
(20) five,
(27) ten,
(28) twenty.
In wanting native words, observe that a is 
sounded like a as in father, c like eh, i like 
ec, u like oo, ai like eye, au like ow as iu 
now.
* .\ <>(r. 1. The altovo queries refer solely to the liclicfs existing at the time of tho settlement of the country 
t ‘,° whites—ami not to any Itolicfs or customs acquired from them.
••fers  ^° /r ^  answcr*n8' pl«MO prefix to your answer ouly the number of tho questions to which the answer
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APPENDIX II
TRIEAI NAMES ADOPTED BY THE 
AUSTRAP IAN INSTITUTE OF ABORIGINAL STUDIES
Tribe No a A „ I „ A. „ S „ Spelling Alternative Spellings
AREA C
C u 1 Wirangu
C o 2 Ngalia
Co 3 G u g a d a
C„ k J a n - g u n d j a r a
Co 5 A n d a g i r i n ja
Co 6 Bid j and j ad j ara W o n g a p i t c h a  (Basedow 
1925)3 P i t j a n z a r a  
(Tindale and Hacket 
1 9 3 3 ) 9 P i t j a n j a r a  
(Cl e l a n d  and J o h n s t o n  
1 9 3 8 ), P i t j e n d a r a  
(Mo u n t f o r d  19^+1), 
P i t j a n d j a r a  (Tindale
1953).
Co 7 G u g a d ja K u k a t j a  (Cleland and 
T i n d a l e  1959).
Co 7„ l L u r i d ja A l u r i d ja (Basedow 
I9 2 5 )» L u r i t c h a  
(Spencer and Gillen
192 7).
C. 8 Aranda A r u n n d t a  (Basedow 
J- 9 2 5 ) j A r u n t a  
(Sp e n c e r  and Gill e n
1 9 2 7 ).
Co 9 Wanggaraala
Co 10 Bindubi P i n t u b i  (Cleland and 
T i n d a l e  195^)* 
Bindibu (Thomson
1 9 6 2 )o
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T r i b e  No. A a l o A a S o  Spe l l i n g A l t e r n a t i v e  Spellings
C a l l Jumu
Ca  1 2 A n d a g e r e b i n a
c 013 Gaidid j
Ca 1.4 Al ja :wara •
C o  1 5 Waljbiri W a l pari (Spencer and 
G i l l e n  1927), Ilpirra 
(Spencer and G i llen 
I.927 ) , Wilpirri 
(Cleland and J o h nston 
1939), Wailbiri 
(Sweeney 1947), 
Walbiri (Meggitt
1 9 6 2 )o
C. 16 W a g a ja
C. 17 W a l m a n b a
Ca 1 8 W a r a m a n g a W a r r a m u n g a  (Spencer 
and G i l l e n  I 927 )•
C. 19 W a m b a ja W a mbia (S p e ncer and 
G i l l e n  1927)»
C a 20 Gurindji
C. 21 B i n - g o n g i n a B i n g o n g i n a  (Spencer 
and G i l l e n  1927)•
C o 22 D j i n g i l i Chingalli (Spencer 
and G i l l e n  1927 ) ■»
C. 2 8 Gun i n d i r i
Ca 2 4 Manu
C a 2 5 M u d b u r a
C. 26 Gudandji
C a 2 7 N g a r i n m a n
A R E A  D
D a  1 W a m b a - w a m b a
D . 2 J oda-j oda
D a 3 Ngunawal
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’ibe No, A , L A , S ,  Sp e l l i n g A l t e r n a t i v e  Spellings
D 04 Wadi-wadi Watty W a t t y  
(Beveridge 1883)0
Do5 Bar a b a -barba Baraba Baraba 
(Beveridge 1883)•
D .6 Mara swara
D.6.1 Gu r e s n d  j i
D.7 J i d a - j i d a
D u 8 Mudh i ,-mudhi
D.9 Nari-nari
D. 10 Wiradhuri W o r a d g e r y  (Mitchell 
1 8 4 2 - 1 9 2 3 )0
D. 11 Bolali
D . 12 B a :gundji B u n g y a r l e e , Parkungi 
( B o n n e y  1.883-4), 
B a h k u n j y  (Teulon in 
Curr 1886), Par k e n g e e  
(Ne w l a n d  I 8 9 0 ).
D .13 Wiljali
D. i4 Danggali
D. 13 Gun j b a r a i  (poss, 
part of Waljwan)
D.16 W i l j a g a l i
D. 17 Bandjagali
GOi—iQ W o n g a i b o n ’W o m p a n g e e ' of 
N e w l a n d  (l920-l) is 
Wombu g e e  s e ction of 
this tribe.
Do 19 N a w a l g u
D o 20 Wal. jwan
D o 21 W a n j w a l g u
D . 22 N g j a m b a  (poss. N g e u m b a  (Mathews
part of Waljwan) 1903)» Ngemba (Dunbar 
1 9 4 3 - 4 )0
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Tribe No 0 AT.A.So A l t e r n a t i v e  Spellings
D „ 2 3
D. 24  
D ,25 
D s 2 6  
D0 2 7
D , 28
D. 2 9
D.30 
D.31 
D u 32
D.33
Do 34
D.33
D0 36 
D.37 
D. 3 8
D 0 39 
D. 4 0  
D , 4 l  
Do 4 2
Do 43
D. 44 
D . 4 5  
D „ 46
Garni laroi
A n a i w a n
G u s r n u
B a r a n b i n j a
J u w a larai (poss, 
part of Waljwan)
Wirajarai
Ga m b u w a l  (poss. 
same as G u j a m b a l )
Galali
Badjari
Marawari
Guwamu
Bigambul
Gujambal see also 
Gambuwal
G e i n j a n
G u ngari
Gogai (poss« same 
as Gungari)
Gawambarai
B a r u n g g a m a
Giabal
Marganj
G u ;nja
M a n d a n d a n j i
W a d j a l a n g
Nguri
K a m m e e 1 l a r r a i ’ 
(Richards 1 9 0 3 ), 
K a m ilaroi (B ucknell
1933).
W i r r a 'j e r r e e ' 
(Richards 1903),
M a r r a a  W a r r e e ’ 
(Richards I 9 O 3 ).
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Tribe No, A „I „A 0Sc Spelling
AREA S
S.l Wargi
S . 2 Ramindjari (poss, 
part of Jaralde)
S.3 Bordawulung
s.4 Ngaralda
S . 5 Baramangg
S. 6 Ngangurugu
S . 7 Ngaiawang
S,8 Jaralde see also 
Närrinjeri
S . 9 Ngargad
S. 10 Ngawadj
Soil Danganegald see also 
Närrinjeri
S. 12 Jirawirung
So 13 Bungandidj
So 14 Meindangg
s. 13 Bodaruwidj
S. 16 Mardidjali
s. 17 Wudjubalug
S. 18 Ngindadj
So 19 Ju- ju
S . 20 'Gurndidj1mara
S . 21 Warga-warga
So 2 1 s 1 Kulin (gen0 name 
applied to tribes 
of West Victoria).
S . 22 Djadjala
S o 23 Ladji-ladji
So 24 J ari-j ari
Alternative Spellings
Waiky Waiky 
(Beveridge 1883)•
Alternative SpellingsTribe N o .
S.  25
S , 2 6
S 3 2 6  0 1
S 3 2 7  
S 3 2 8
s 0 29
S 3 30 
S o 31
S 3 31 3 1
S 3 3 2
S .  33
S 3 3 5  
S .36 
So 37 
So 3 8
S . 3 9  
So 40 
S . 4 l  
S o 4 2
So 43
S,  44
So 45
S o 4 6
So 4 7
A0LA0S
Giraiwurung
Djabwurung
Ngengenwurung (poss, 
part of 
Djad jawurung)
Jardwa
Dadi-dadi
Wada:wurung
Golagngad
Gurung
Djadjawurung
Lewurung (poss. 
part of 
Djadjawurung)
Biangi1
Bunwurung
Woiwurung
Daungwurung
J abula-jabula 
(poss o part of 
Banjgaranj)
Brada:wulung
Banjgaran j
Braj agawulung
Dadungalung see also 
Gurnai
J adjmadang
Duduruwa (poss. part 
of Jadjmadang)
Brabirawilung
Ngarigu
Wolgal
Darty Darty 
(Beveridge I883)
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Tribe No. A 01 g A 0 S . Spelling Alternative Spellings
S«48 Grawadungalun^ see 
also Gurnai
s„ 4 9 Birdawal
S»50 Gujangal
s 0 5 1 Djiringanj (poss, 
part of Dhawa)
s 9 5 2 Dhawa
s*53 Dhu 0 rga
S.54 Walbanga see also 
Juwin
S. 35 Wandandian see also 
Juwin
S 0 3 6 Dharumba
S . 57 Gurungada
Se 5 8 Wadi-wadi (poss» 
part of Dharawa:1)
So 59 Dharawa :1
s„ 6 0 Gan 1dangara
S „ 6 1 Iora
s. 6 2 Gamaraigal (poss, 
part of Dharawa:l)
Cammerragal (Phillip 
H.R.N.S.W., I, ii) , 
Cam-mer-ray-gal 
(Collins 1798).
s . 6 3 Wonarua Wonnarua (Miller in 
Curr 1886, III), 
Wonnah-Ruah (Fawcett 
1898).
S . 64 Dharug
s. 6 5 Darginjung
S . 66 Awabagal Awabakal 
1826).
(Threlkeld
S . 6 7 Juwin (Group of 
tribes including 
Dhawa, Gujangal, 
Walbanga,
Wandandian, qq„v«)
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T r ibe N o 0 A. cIoAoSo S p e l l i n g A l t e r n a t i v e  Spellings
S . 68 Gurnai (Group of
tribes including 
Brajagawulungs 
Brad swulung,
Brabirawi1u n g , 
Dadngal.ung, 
Grawadungalung,
qq«v.)
S 0 69 Narrinjeri (Group Narrinyeri (Taplin in
of tribes including Curr 1886 II),
Bodaruwidj 9 Närrin'yerree'
Bordawulung, 
Danganegald, 
Jaralde, Wargi,
qq-Vo)
(Richards 1903).
S.70 Buibadjali (Location 
unknown)0
AREA Y
Y. 1 Mabuiag
Y.2 Muralag
Y.3 Saibai
Y.4 Tutu
Y„5 Kaura5 reg
Y.6 Djagaraga
Y.7 Anggamudi
Y. 8 Jadhaigana Gudang, Goomkoding, 
Yadigan, Undooyamo of 
Jardine (1866) are 
sub-groups of this 
tribe. Similarly
with Gudang, 
Kokoiliga, Ondaima 
and Yaldaigah of 
Creed (1 8 7 8 ).
oi—i>h" Wudjadi (Wik-) Wutati (Thomson
1934b).
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Tribe N o „
Y , 11
Y o 12 
Y 013 
Y. 194
Y„13
Y.16 
Yo 17 
Y . 18 
Y. 19
Y <, 20 
Y.21 
Y . 22
Y.23
Y „ 24 
Y.25 
Y.26 
Y„27 
Y.28 
Y.29 
Y. 30 
Y.31 
Y.32 
Y . 33 
y.34 
Y . 35 
Y. 36 
Y.37
Acl^AoS, S p e l l i n g
Ngu?rand 
L u d i g h  
U n j a d i  
Djon g g a n d j i
Debldigh
Ngadhugudi 
I n a djana (idj-) 
U l w a w a d j a n a  
Ngge r i g u d i
Angudimi 
Njuwadhai 
Ja?o (K o k o - )
W i m a r a n g g a  
Dai n i g u i d  
Mbalid jan 
L e n n g i d i g h  
Ndru ?angid 
U ngawa ngad i 
J i nwurn 
Lad a m n g i d  
M a m a n gidigh 
A l n g i d  
Gudj a nd j u 
Ar idi rigid igh 
Adid i n g i d i g h  
Nggod 
Do i d j
A l t e r n a t i v e  Spellings
T j u n g u n d j i  (Thomson
193^a).
T e p p a t h i g g i  (Thomson 
1 9 3 ^ a ) .
N g g e r i k u d i  (Roth 
190l). Yup u n g a t t i  
(Thomson 193^a).
Koko Y a 1o (Thomson
1934b).
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Tribe N o , A,I.A.So Spelling- Alternative Spellings
Y » 38 J anggondju
Y.39 Ndra?angid
Y. 40 Ndorndorin
Y.4l Mbeiwum (Koko-)
Y „ 42 Andjingid
Y .43 Mumin (Wik-)
Y. 44 Gandju Kanju (Thomson 1934b)
Y .45 Umbila Ompela (Thomson
1934b).
Y. 46 Adinda (Wik-)
Y .47 Abodja
Y. 48 Arnbama (Wik-)
Y .49 Algan (Wik-) Wik-Kalkin (McConnel
1953).
Y .50 Umbindhamu see Koko Ompindamo
also Gan-ganda (Thomson 1934b).
Y .51 Ngadara (Wik-)
Y .52 Eba (Wik-)
Y.53 Mejan (Wik-)
Y .54 Ngaduna (Wik-)
Y.55 Umbuigamu, see 
also Gan-ganda
Y .56 Ngadanja (Wik-) Wik-Natanya (McConnel 
1957).
Y . 57 Munggan (Wik-) 
(Tribe)
Y .58 Lama-lama (Koko-) Koko-lama-lama (Roth 
I9OI), Kokolamalama 
(Hale and Tindale 
1933-4).
Y.59 Ngandjara (Wik~)
Y. 60 A jabadha Koko A i ’ebadu 
(Thomson 1934b).
Y. 6l Mbamby lrnu
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Tribe N o „ A . T A o S ,  S p e l l i n g A l t e r n a t i v e  Spellings
Yo 62 W a l m b a r i a  ( p o s s 0 
same as 
W a l m b a r d d h a )
Y, 63 J u 'gaiwadha
Y , 6 3 „1 Mudumui ( p o s s 0 same M u t u m u i  (Hale and
as N j e gu d i ) T i n d a l e  1 9 3 3 -^).
Y. 64 Baganu
Y. 65 D a r n ggele (A k u - )
Y u 66 W u r a n g u n g
Y 0 67 Aji
Y«, 68 B a r a b a n  see also 
Bindaga
Y. 69 Dasjor (K o k o - ) Koko T a i 'yuri 
(Thomson 1 9 3 6 ).
Yo 70 Juwula
Yo 71 R a r m u l  (Koko-) K oko-rarmul (Roth
(poss 0 part of 
Jawa )
I 9 O I ) .
Y „ 72 M i n d ’jana (Koko-)
Y o 73 W u l g u l u  (Koko-)
Y. 74 Jawa (K o k o - )
Yo 75 A 1r a g u  see also 
W a i g u r
Y , 76 G w a n d e r a
Y .77 ’J a l a n d j i  (Koko-)
Y. 7 8 J e ' l andji (Koko-) K o k o - y e l l a n j i  (Roth
1901).
Yo 7 9 Njegudi see also 
Mudumui
000 War a  (K o k o -) K o k o - w a r a  (Roth 1 9 0 l)
1—1 00>H W a l a n d ja (Koko-) 
(poss 0 same as 
’J a l a n d j i )
Yo 82 J i m i d i r  (Koko-) K o k o - y i m i d i r  (Roth 
1901).
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Tribe No. A.I.AoSo Spelling' Alternative Spellings
Y a 83 Gundjun (Koko-)
-3-oo>- Lai a (Aku-) (Koko-)
Y 0 85 Bera (Koko-)
Y o 86 Bididji (Koko-)
Y„ 87 Bujundji (Koko-)
Y , 88 Banambila
Y089 Djulngai (possa 
part of Je"landji)
Y .90 Njunggal (Koko-)
Y.9I Gona 'ni sn
Y.92 Janju (Koko-)
Y.93 
Y. 94
Da :wa (Koko-) 
Mini (Koko-)
Y.95 Gudabal
Y .96 Jan (Koko-)
Y 0 97 Muluridji (Koko-)
Y .98 Waldja (Koko-) see 
also Bald.ja
Y c 99 Jalunju (Koko-)
Y.100 Gai-gai (Koko-)
Y. 101 Wanggara
Y „ 102 Djabadja
Y . 103 
Y„ 104
Jalung (Koko-) 
Wagara (Koko-)
Y.106 Djabugai
Y.IO7 'Araba
Y. 108 Wagaman
Y.109 Djanggun (Koko)
Y.110 Buluwandji
Y. Ill Jirgandji
Y.112 Binggu
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Tribe No, AoIoAoSo Spelling
Yo II3 Nargalundju
Y 0 114 Gonggandji
Yo II5 Barbaram
Yo 116 Djandjandji
Y. II7 Idind ji
Y. 118 Wardibara (poss„ 
part of Mamu)
Y. 119 Wanjuru
Y 8 120 Njirma (poss, part 
of Djirbaldji)
Y. 121 Ngadjandji see also 
Mamu
Yo 122 Mamu (poss0 same as 
Ngadjandji)
Y . 123 Djirbaldji
Y. 124 Djiru
Yol25 Dagalag
Y, 126 Gulnggai
Y 0127 Giramaigan
Y. 128 Badun (Koko-)
Y. 129 'Nawagi
Y. 130 Band jin
Yo 131 J anga s
Yol32 Wa:min ( Ak-) (poss„ 
same as Wagaman)
Y.133 Warungu
Yo 134 Waragumaigan
Y.135 Wulgurgaba
Y.I36 Baganambia (Group 
of tribes ? poss, 
same as Lama-lama)
Alternative Spellings
Kungganji (Roth I9OI)«
Mallanpara (Roth
1901).
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Tribe N o .
Y o 137
Yol38
Y.139 
Y. l 4 0
Y.  l 4 l  
Y. 1 4 2  
Ye 1 4 3
y . 1 4 4
y , i 4 5
Y. 1 4 6
A o I o A * S u
Bindago (Group of 
tribes including 
Baraban, Lama-lama, 
Mbambylmu, Mudumui).
Gan-ganda (Group of 
tribes including 
Umbuigamu, 
Umbindhamu) 0
Gunggarbara
Lama-lama (Koko-) 
(Group of tribes 
including Gan-ganda, 
Wurangung,
Baganambia)B
Madhirdirl (Group of 
tribes including 
Bujundji,
Muluridji)a
Mbo?aru (Group of 
tribes including 
Gudjandju, Ja?o, 
Umbila)»
Munggan (Wik-)(Group 
of tribes all using 
Wik- prefix)»
U g ’windjila (Group 
of tribes including 
Jawa, Mini, Wulgulu)»
Waigur ( Group of 
tribes including 
A * ragu 5 Rarmul, 
Juwula, Wara).
W a l ’boram (Group of 
tribes including 
those of Bindaga, 
U g ’windjila, Waigur).
Alternative Spellings
Barunguan (Hale and 
Tindale 1933-4), 
Yintjingga (Thomson 
1934b) - used for 
tribe at Port 
Stewart. Entjinga 
of Hale and Tindale 
(1 9 3 3 -^) refers to 
section of Barunguan.
Wik-Munkan (McConnel 
1930)j Wik Monkan 
(Thomson 1939)»
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Tribe N o « 
Y. 147
Y 3 148
AoI»AuS, Spelling
Walrnbarddha ( Group 
of tribes including 
Gan-ganda, Lama-lama, 
Wurangung ) 0
Wulbudji 5 bur (Group 
of tribes including 
Bu jind ji 9 N j unggal, 
Waldja)o
Alternative Spellings
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Abbie, A,A. 
Andrews, A .
Aneil, B.
'An Officer'
Anon .
Archer-Russei, G.
Arnold, J.
As chmann, H. 
Bailey, F.M.
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